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Author’s Note  


Chasing Stars is set at a fictional campground near the west coast of real-life Vancouver Island. This area of Vancouver Island is part of the ancestral home of the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations. To learn more about the history of the Nuu-chah-nulth, visit www.nuuchahnulth.org.
Indigenous people across Canada face injustice, discrimination, and threats to their lives and livelihoods every day. One way to help further the fight for reconciliation is to support indigenous-led tourism. If this story inspires you to visit or learn more about Vancouver Island, consider looking into the work done by the Indigenous Tourism Association of Canada (www.indigenoustourism.ca).



  


Chapter 1  


Clover


Iwake up with my mouth full of hair. Sputtering, I swat at whatever furry threat is trying to lodge itself in my esophagus and end up smacking the familiar shape of my cat perched on the edge of my pillow.
“Ew, Jinx!” I say once I’ve flicked her tail off my mouth. “Get off!”
I cringe as I wipe a couple lingering pieces of cat hair off my lips. Jinx stays parked on my pillow, her butt just a few inches from my face, and even has the audacity to start purring.
“We talked about this,” I growl. “You stay at the end of the bed, or you don’t get to sleep in my room.”
She flicks her tail, smacking me in the nose instead of the mouth this time, but before I can get any grumpier, she shuffles around until she’s curled up on my stomach. Her front paws knead the blankets, and her purring reverberates through my chest as she gives me a few lazy blinks that seem to demand how I could ever find something as cute as her annoying.
I growl again, but I still slide one hand out from under the blankets so I can give her a couple scratches.
“You’re lucky I even brought you here with me,” I mutter.
She pushes her head into my hand to demand more scratches, both of us aware of just how empty my threat is. I’ve been carting Jinx all around Vancouver Island with me ever since I took her in as an impossibly tiny, impossibly sad-looking stray calico kitten with the brightest green eyes I’d ever seen.
Those innocent kitten eyes were her first act of deception in a long line of ploys to get anything she wants.
As I keep stroking her favourite spot between her ears, my eyes adjust to the dim grey light spilling through the gap between my curtains. I’ve only been back home from university for a couple weeks, and sometimes it still takes me a few seconds to remember where I am in the morning. The log walls of my childhood bedroom surround me, the knots and ripples in the wood as familiar to me as my favourite picture books.
As a kid, I’d lie awake and spend hours looking for shapes in the logs by the glow of my night light, the same way people search for figures in the clouds. There were forests filled with hungry wolves, rivers teeming with leaping salmon, and even a particularly twisted knot above my dresser that, by some miracle of nature, perfectly resembles a duck wearing a crown. I named him Lord Quacksalot and declared him the ruler of the entire kingdom stretched across my walls.
I was kind of an odd child.
My nostalgic moment is interrupted by a thump out in the hallway, followed by a few groaning creaks of the floorboards, which are echoed by the groans of one of my older sisters.
“Shit!” Trish hisses, in what I can only assume she thinks is a quiet voice. In reality, she’s swearing loud enough to wake the whole house up. “Shit. Shit. Fuuuuck. Lordy, that hurt.”
Jinx has paused her purring to stare at my bedroom door, her eyes wide and alert as Trish’s footsteps pause just outside the door instead of heading downstairs to the kitchen. Jinx and I watch as the handle starts to slowly twist, like Trish is doing her best to be sneaky.
The door creaks open to reveal my sister standing there in her infamous fluffy white bathrobe patterned with large red hearts. She squints into the darkness of my room before inching the door open enough to take a step inside. Her eyes haven’t adjusted enough to see that I’m staring straight at her. I take a few seconds to watch in silence as she leans forward and peers around the room.
She’s just about to take another step when I clear my throat.
“Knock much?”
The resulting catastrophe is as instant as it is disastrous: Trish shrieks, which makes Jinx yowl and dig her claws into my stomach, which makes me shriek, which makes Jinx fly off the bed and leap through the air in Trish’s general direction, which makes Trish topple over and crash to the floor.
As if that weren’t enough, our family’s black lab, Newt, comes galloping out of my dad’s room at the sound of the commotion. He collides with a frantic Jinx as she’s bolting into the hallway. She swipes at his nose with her claws, which leaves him howling before he races after her down the stairs.
The sound of his scrambling claws and Jinx’s yowls have me ripping my blankets off before I’ve even processed what’s happening. I shoot out of bed and leap over a moaning Trish, who’s clutching her ankle on the floor. My dad’s groggy demands to know what the hell is going on echo after me as I charge down the stairs, shouting futile commands at both animals.
By the time I find them, Jinx is perched on the mantelpiece in the living room. A couple picture frames have been knocked down, lying shattered on the floor, where Newt is leaping up on his hind legs while he barks at Jinx’s flicking tail.
Newt is more of a lover than a fighter, and Jinx is too smart for him anyway, but his paws are landing dangerously close to the broken glass as he prances around below her.
“Newt,” I call in my most authoritative voice.
He doesn’t even perk an ear in my direction.
“Newt,” I repeat, adding a saccharine note to my tone this time, like the best head scratches of his life might await him if he listens to me. “Come here, boy. Come on. Come see Clover and leave the devil kitty alone.”
He lands on all four paws, missing the jagged glass by a fraction of an inch, and turns to look over his shoulder at me.
“Come on, boy,” I continue in the same voice. “She’s smarter than both of us. Best to just give in now.”
He gives Jinx a final glare before trotting over to me and plopping down between my feet. He rubs his head along the leg of my pajama pants and makes a chuffing sound, like a kid complaining to his mom about how mean his sibling is.
I squat down and give him a few reassuring strokes with one hand while I use the other to guide his nose towards me so I can see if Jinx did any serious damage. He whines but lets me inspect his face and then obliges me in picking up each of his feet to check for injuries from the glass.
“Looks like you’re all good, Newty,” I declare just as my dad and Trish burst into the living room.
“Wish I could say the same,” Trish says with a huff.
She’s rubbing her back with one hand, her dark messy bun sitting lopsided on her head. Dad is squinting like he’s still half-asleep.
“Can someone please tell me what the hell is going on?” he asks, his voice hoarse.
He rubs at his eyes and then drags his hand down to his bushy, grey-streaked beard before hiking up the sweatpants he’s got on under a flannel shirt.
I’ve been told the first impression my dad usually gives people is ‘terrifying and extremely grumpy forest hermit,’ but I’ve never been able to relate. To me, it’s always been obvious that he’s just a big burly softie, even on the occasions he does, admittedly, look very grumpy.
Such as right now.
“Is there a reason we’re all awake at—”
He pauses to squint at the clock across the room and then groans.
“Ten past five in the morning?” he finishes with a glare.
“Ten past five?” I yelp, checking the clock myself before fixing a glare of my own on Trish.
She throws up her hands like she’s the innocent one here. “I have bread to bake! We can’t all be sleeping in until eight in the morning, or whenever it is you people wake up.”
I scoff. Running a campground together means we’re the kind of family who has no choice to get an early start to the day. I haven’t slept past seven in the morning the entire time I’ve been home from school, but five in the morning is a completely different story—especially when you’ve been suffering from insomnia brought on by the panic-inducing finality of finishing your undergraduate degree.
Turns out seeing the whole rest of your adult life stretched out before you like a suffocating black hole of uncertainty every time you close your eyes does not lend itself to a good night’s rest.
“What the hell were you doing sneaking into my room?” I demand before turning to my dad. “That’s what happened. Trish broke into my room and scared Jinx. The animals could have gotten seriously hurt!”
I sound like a bratty little kid, but I’m too pissed off to care.
“Trish,” my dad says, folding his arms across his chest like we really are just misbehaving kids, “did you break into your sister’s room?”
She rolls her eyes and plants her hands on her hips. “Break in? Does she live in a fortress? Am I a burglar? I thought I left my slippers in there after we were talking last night. Excuse me for wanting warm feet while I get ready to go bake two dozen loaves of bread before any of you have even blinked an eye open. I didn’t know that made me a criminal.”
She makes a show out of rubbing her back, and I bite back a jab at how I thought it was her ankle she hurt upstairs. Now that the adrenaline rush is leaving my system, my eyelids are begging me to find the nearest horizontal surface to pass out on, and all I want is for this conversation to end as quickly as possible.
“Whatever. It’s fine,” I say. “Did you at least find your slippers?”
Trish chews her lip for a second. “Uh, I forgot to finish looking for them.”
A sound that’s somewhere between a groan and a shriek bursts out of me. I turn on my heels and march upstairs, my stomping feet making the old floorboards creak. The door of my room is still flung open, and it only takes me half a second to spot Trish’s ridiculously fluffy slippers sitting at the foot of my bed where she must have kicked them off while we were watching a few episodes of Gilmore Girls on my laptop last night.
The memory makes me soften a little, but not enough to resist grabbing the slippers and chucking them down the staircase before yelling that I’m going back to bed.
I flop down on my twin mattress and yank the covers up over my head. I can still hear the murmurs of voices downstairs, followed by some shuffling around in the kitchen. Usually, I can sleep through Trish’s morning routine while she gets ready to head to work in the campground’s café and bakery, but today, every thump of the cupboard doors seems to reverberate in my already pounding skull.
I grind my teeth and bury myself even deeper under the blankets. I know I should be able to take the whole situation in stride; this is far from the craziest morning to ever go down in the Rivers household, but the longer I lie in bed, the more I realize it’s not my sister I’m so upset with.
It’s not Trish making me feel like a knot is tightening in my chest, twisting itself into shapes I don’t have a hope of untying, no matter how much I yank on the threads.
I’ve come home to work at the campground every summer of my undergrad. At the end of the school year, I stuff all my clothes and books into garbage bags and laundry bins, and I pile my life into the car of whichever family member drives down to Victoria to bring me home. When the summer ends, I do the whole thing in reverse and head back for another year of living in a shitty rental apartment with a pack of roommates while working on my Bachelor’s degree in environmental science.
Only I’m done now. I’ve finished the degree, and the rhythm of the past four years has come grinding to a halt in a way I wasn’t prepared for. Things shouldn’t feel this different. I’m going back to start my Master’s in the fall. I’ll be living in the same city. Hell, I’ll still be going to the exact same university.
Yes, half my friends will have moved on with their lives and headed somewhere else. Sure, my work as a Master’s student will be new and challenging, but none of that should make me feel like I’ve got a doomsday countdown floating above my head, filling my ears with an incessant tick-tick-tick that’s left me on edge and snappy even when my family doesn’t deserve it—although this morning, Trish totally did.
I don’t even notice I’ve started tearing up until my pillow turns damp beneath my cheek. I sniffle and squeeze my eyes shut, like I can will the water back into my tear ducts, like I can force down all the feelings threatening to swallow me whole.
I’m only a couple seconds into the process when I hear a light scratching on my door. I flip the blankets off my head and sit up as Jinx’s scraping plea to be let back in fills the silence of my room.
I pad over to the door and crack it open enough for her to slink inside. She follows me back to my bed and leaps into my lap as soon as I tuck my legs up into a cross-legged seat. I stroke my hand along the orange and black calico patches on her back while she purrs.
It’s only when she lifts her head in protest of the droplets splashing onto her fur that I realize I’ve started crying again.

I manage to doze in and out of sleep a couple times before my alarm goes off at half past seven, but I don’t feel any more rested. If anything, my head and my mood have gotten worse. Even Jinx seems to sense my fried patience and has steered clear of my pillow. I swap my pajamas for some leggings and a frayed, oversized hoodie with the Three Rivers Campground logo on the front.
Given that there are three of us and our last name is Rivers, people always assume the campground is named after me and my sisters. The real story is that my grandfather named the place after the three actual rivers in the area, the same ones behind the name of the nearby town of River’s Bend. The fact that Grandpa’s last name was Rivers was kind of just a bonus, but it’s worked out great for advertising.
Down in the kitchen, I find a note from Trish waiting on the table. Her wide, loopy handwriting tells me there’s breakfast keeping warm in the oven and coffee left for me in the pot, followed by a request to come out to the café before I start work this morning so she can talk to me about something.
For a second, I wonder if the breakfast is just a bribe to get me to come listen to some dramatic speech about how my cat ‘attacked’ her, but then I remember she wanted to talk to me about something last night. We got distracted when she saw I was watching one of her favourite episodes of Gilmore Girls. One episode turned into four, and by the time we finally managed to evade the temptation of auto-play on Netflix, we’d both forgotten why Trish walked into my bedroom in the first place.
Some of my moodiness melts away the second I open the oven. The greasy scent of fried eggs and veggie sausages is enough to wipe away the worst of my headache, and the rest of the pain fades as soon as I’ve had my first few bites. Trish isn’t an award-winning chef for nothing; she’s a miracle worker when it comes to food, and the fact that she went out of her way to make a vegetarian breakfast for me has me swallowing down any harsh words about this morning along with my food.
I head outside as soon as I’ve cleared up my dishes. Soft yellow light spills through the towering treetops of the fir forest our campground is nestled inside. Birds twitter and coo. A warm, early-May breeze shifts the branches they sit in, the creaking of the trees joining their songs.
I don’t bother looking up at the splendor of nature this morning. Instead, I shove my hands into the pocket of my hoodie and trudge up the path from the house to the dirt road that weaves through the property. My rubber boots squelch in some mud leftover from a heavy rainstorm a couple days ago, the pungent scent of wet earth filling my nose.
I pass by the tiny A-frame where my oldest sister, Emily, lives on her own next door to the two-storey log house we all grew up in. There’s no sign of her or my dad; the two of them are probably deep in the grounds already. While the campground is technically open for the season, we don’t get flooded with guests until at least mid-May, which means Emily and my dad have been flying around like maniacs, triple-checking that everything is running perfectly before we get swamped.
I continue up the road, my boots getting sucked into puddles every few steps. I fill my nose with deep breaths of air, hoping the scent of the forest will steady me like it always has before, but it’s no use. If anything, the familiar smell of fir needles just reinforces the fact that I should feel normal, I should feel fine, I should feel like myself, not this twisted, testy little knot of uncertainty.
By the time I’m halfway to the café, I’m regretting my decision to walk instead of borrowing my dad’s truck. It’s less than a five minute drive out to where the Riverview Café and Kitchen sits next to the highway on the edge of our property, but the walk always feels like it takes way longer than it should, and the mud isn’t helping.
By the time I spot the smoke curling out of the chimney, the bottom of my boots are so caked in mud I look like I’m wearing extremely dirty snowshoes. I’m panting from the effort to unstick them from the ground every time I take a step, and I’ve started sweating under my hoodie.
I groan when I reach the café and see most of the dirt parking lot has turned into mud, with a puddle the size of a small pond blocking me from my destination. Trish’s station wagon is parked next to the building, the sides of the car splattered with yet more mud.
I consider skirting around the perimeter of the puddle, but the mud looks thickest and slimiest at the edges. I figure fate will be less tempted to trip me up if I head straight through the water.
Calling upon all the fortitude that four years of field studies in the wilds of Vancouver Island have given me, I take my first step into the murky water.
Then my second.
Then my third.
My fourth step is when fate decides to pull the ultimate ‘gotcha.’ My foot slides directly into a hidden pothole.
I wobble. I sway.
I fall.
Shrieking curses that echo through the treetops, I tumble all the way down to my knees and have to twist to avoid snapping my ankle, which is still caught in the pothole. The awkward manoeuvre sends me rolling onto my side in the dirty, frigid water.
My hoodie and leggings get soaked. So does my hair. Water streams down the sides of my face and into my spluttering mouth. Streams of it trickle down over the tops of my boots and turn my socks into a squelchy, freezing mess.
By the time the shock subsides and I’m able to push myself up to stand on shaking legs, my teeth are chattering. I’m caked in dirt, twigs, and fir needles all the way from my toes to the top of my head. I have to wipe mud out of my eyes and blink a few times before I can bring the café into focus.
I’m still standing in the middle of the puddle like a dazed plane crash survivor when a strange buzzing sound draws my attention to the highway. The buzzing becomes a whirring, and I squint at the vehicle that comes into view.
It’s a golf cart. Someone is driving a golf cart up the highway—only it’s not just a golf cart.
It’s a bright yellow golf cart that’s been painted to look like Spongebob Squarepants. His signature buck-toothed smile grins at me from where it’s painted on the front of the cart, along with a pair of round, eerily soulless eyes and his trademark dorky red tie.
I’m so busy trying to process how and why anyone would make a Spongebob Squarepants golf cart that I don’t realize the driver has turned into the parking lot and rolled to a stop until the engine cuts out.
A pair of black Converse shoes land in one of the only semi-dry patches of dirt left in the lot. The shoes are attached to a pair of long legs clad in torn-up denim shorts it’s still too cold to be wearing. The shorts are topped by a bulky, black zip-up hoodie that manages to look fashionably oversized, and somehow, somehow, before I’ve even looked at her face, I know who this woman is.
Even though I haven’t seen her for almost four years.
Even though there’s absolutely no logical explanation for why she’s here, now, in a fucking Spongebob Squarepants golf cart.
For a brief second, I wonder if I hit my head in the puddle, if I’m lying in the back of an ambulance dreaming this whole scene, but then my gaze finally slides up to her face, and I know.
I know this is real.
Nothing has ever made me feel as real as the way Neavh Beaudoin looks at me.
I’ve spent almost four years trying to forget that.



  


Chapter 2  


Neavh


“Wake up, sleepyhead.”
I blink my eyes open as the truck’s engine shuts off and silence fills the air. The early evening light is muted by the thick forest surrounding the car.
“We’re here,” my cousin, David, announces from the driver’s seat.
I look out through the windshield at the sight of his small, single-storey house with a tin roof. Even though it’s been almost four years since the last time I was here, I can still hear the sound of raindrops pinging off the tin like I’ve only been away for a few days.
“Damn,” I mutter as I rub the sleep from my eyes, my voice hoarse. “Did I really sleep the whole drive?”
The last thing I remember was stopping for food just outside Victoria, which is almost four hours away.
“Yeah, and you snored too,” David teases.
I roll my eyes. “I do not snore.”
“Suuuure you don’t,” he says with a chuckle before sliding off his seat belt. “Come on. I have something to show you before we go inside.”
He hops out of the truck and shuts the door behind him, but I stay where I am as I take a few deep breaths while I process my surroundings.
I’m back.
My decision to return—although ‘decision’ doesn’t feel quite accurate when it was my only option—felt like an abstract concept right up until this moment. When I was getting on the plane in Australia, the reality of living on Vancouver Island again still felt like something I could deal with later, like a ‘Future Neavh’ problem I didn’t need to think too hard about.
Even when I spotted David waiting for me in the terminal, jet black hair done up in his signature top knot and a huge smile on his face, I couldn’t quite believe I’d really come back to River’s Bend.
I wrap my arms around my stomach and take another deep breath. Even inside the truck, the air is laced with the damp, earthy scent of a west coast forest. The woods don’t smell like this out east. There’s something wild in the air here, something young and untamed yet ancient and wise weaving its way between the fir branches.
It’s that smell more than anything that forces me to slam straight into the reality of being here again, back where it all happened.
Back where it started.
Back where I left.
“Neavh!”
David raps his knuckles against the windshield, making me jerk in my seat.
“You okay?” he asks, his concerned voice muffled by the thick glass.
I bob my head and force myself to unclip my seatbelt. I jump out of the truck and then hoist the bulky sixty-liter backpack holding everything I own off the middle seat before slipping it over my shoulders. My muscles, already aching from the thirty-six hours of travel and subsequent sleep deprivation it took to get here, protest against the weight, but I take it in stride and shuffle over to where David is waiting in front of the truck’s hood.
“Ta da!” he says once I’ve stepped up beside him, stretching both arms out to indicate a large blue tarp covering something at the top of the gravel driveway.
I squint at the lumpy shape and wonder if I’m supposed to be able to tell what this is.
“Um…cool?”
David chuckles. “I need the truck available for work at the bar, and there’s no way in hell I’d let you drive my motorcycle even if you did have a license for it, but you’ll need a ride to get around town all summer.”
He steps over to the tarp and starts fiddling with some straps keeping it in place.
“So this is a little something I picked up for you,” he announces, grabbing one edge of the tarp in preparation for a dramatic reveal.
A rush of gratitude that’s probably heightened by exhaustion fills my chest and makes the corners of my eyes prick with heat. I’m not a crier, but I haven’t seen David in almost four years. After avoiding contact with my parents for the whole year I spent backpacking Australia, the overwhelm of being back in Canada, back with someone who knows me—really knows me—has my knees shaking with more than just sleep deprivation.
Then the tarp drops to the ground.
“David, what the actual fuck?”
He gives me a sheepish grin and pats the hood of the monstrosity beside him. “Beggars can’t be choosers. Meet your sweet new whip, Neavh.”
“My whip?”
I blink a few times, like the vehicle in front of me might transform into something I can actually process, but no. Every time I open my eyes, there it is.
“David, is that…is that a Spongebob Squarepants golf cart?”
He nods. “It is indeed.”
I open and close my mouth a few times, but there are no words for this situation. All I manage is a wheezy, “Why?”
David laughs again. “Since you’ve so spontaneously shown up to impose on my hospitality, this is the only thing I could scrounge up on short notice.”
I know he’s teasing about the whole ‘imposing’ thing, but since I did kind of fling myself on him, I bite back a sarcastic reply and settle for asking, “How exactly does one scrounge up something like…like this?”
I try to avoid the pull of Spongebob’s vapid, haunting gaze, but I can’t resist glancing at his painted features before shuddering and looking back up at David.
“Someone put an ad up for it on the bar’s message board,” he answers. “This old couple in Ucluelet sold off their summer house. The husband had this in the shed for when his grandkids came to visit, but the new owners didn’t want to keep it.”
I can’t help muttering, “Gee, I wonder why.”
David chuckles. “Hey, what did I say? Beggars can’t be choosers. They were giving this thing away for free to anyone who’d come pick it up, so I went and got it with the truck.”
I step closer and scan the inside of the cart. There’s moss growing on one of the poles that supports the roof, and the edge of the driver’s seat looks like it’s been chewed by a dog. Some of the yellow paint above Spongebob’s face is flaking off.
I press my lips together to keep from saying anything. David laughs again.
“You can get it cleaned up tomorrow,” he tells me. “It runs. That’s the important part.”
“Is it even legal to drive this thing on the road?”
He lifts his eyebrows. “Wow. Neavh Beaudoin is showing regard for the law?”
I roll my eyes in answer, but the amount of times he’s caught me smoking a joint outside of family gatherings and kept his mouth shut about it keeps my sarcasm in check.
He reaches up to scratch the back of his neck before continuing. “To answer your question, it is technically illegal to drive this on a public road, but we’re in River’s Bend. I can’t even remember the last time I saw a cop out here, and it’s not like you’ll be driving anywhere other than into town. You’ll be fine. Just don’t take it on the highway, okay? Your mom would kill me if—”
He cuts himself off mid-sentence, wincing as he sucks in a sharp breath.
I don’t wince.
I don’t freeze.
I don’t do anything except shrug off the weight of the unspoken words left hanging in the air. In the eight years since my brother’s car accident, I’ve gotten used to people foisting their awkward, heavy silences onto me. My parents made sure of that.
“Yeah, cool, got it,” I say. “Uh, thank you. This thing is truly hideous and is probably going to give me nightmares for the rest of the summer, but thank you. Thank you for…everything.”
He watches me with an expression I can’t read, his deep brown eyes scanning my face, before he steps over and pulls me into a hug. I lift my arms to push him away and tell him to stop being so cheesy, but the second I’m smooshed against his chest, my hands drop back to my sides. My knees wobble, and I lean my whole weight against him as the exhaustion of the past thirty-six hours seems to crash over me all at once.
I don’t have the strength to protest when he slides my backpack off my shoulders and carries it into the house. I follow after him, stumbling on my feet, and flop onto the saggy green sofa inside as soon as I’ve kicked my shoes off.
David’s decor hasn’t changed at all. The combined kitchen, dining, and living room has minimal furniture, most of it the rustic and worn-out type of stuff you’d expect to find in a bachelor pad in the middle of the forest. He’s even got the same hideous stained glass pendant lamp that the house came with hanging over the dining table, even though he kept saying he was going to replace it the last time I was here.
I’m trying very hard not to think about the last time I was here, but that’s easier said than done when this whole place looks like a time capsule of that summer. Each second I spend in this room has my skin crawling with reminders of the past.
I do my best to focus on answering David’s questions about Australia as he whips up a quick spaghetti dinner, grateful that he hasn’t mentioned anything about that summer himself.
“So they were really going to deport you?” he asks as he brings our plates over to the couch, both of us choosing to eat with the spaghetti balanced on our laps instead of heading for the dining table.
I chuckle. “It sounds way more dramatic when you put it like that. I just didn’t want to risk it. Better to fly back to Canada while I still had some money.”
Due to a series of unfortunate events, the extension for my Australian temporary work visa had a high chance of falling through, and I didn’t have enough money left to stay there and wait for it to get sorted out. I barely had enough for a flight out of the country, so I chose to head to the one place I could crash for free while I decide on my next move.
I know my parents probably would have let me come home to Montreal if I’d really needed it, but that’s not an option I’m willing to consider.
That’s never going to be an option I’m willing to consider.
David shakes his head and laughs. “You and your crazy adventures around the globe. I can’t believe you’ve been on the road for almost four whole years. It’s really flown by.”
I swallow a mouthful of spaghetti past the lump that forms in my throat.
“Yeah,” I say. “It has.”
He doesn’t miss the somber note in my voice. Setting his fork down, he reaches over and squeezes my shoulder.
“Hey,” he says. “I’m glad you called me. I know things at home with your parents are…tough. You’re always welcome here. You know that, right?
The stupid urge to start sniffling hits me all over again.
“I know things didn’t, um, end the best when you were last here,” he continues. “I mean, for you and Clo—”
“Don’t.”
My voice sounds way too harsh. The last thing he deserves is me snapping at him when he’s literally saved my ass, but if I hear her name, I’m going to lose it.
I thought it wouldn’t be a big deal. I thought I could handle it, but I haven’t even been back on this island for a whole day, and I’m already realizing how fucking naïve I was to think the past wouldn’t matter anymore. Even this damn couch is making me think of all the times I sat here next to her.
“I’m sorry,” I mumble. “I just…I can’t deal with that right now.”
He gives my shoulder another squeeze. “It’s okay.”
It’s not, but I let those words convince me enough to get through the next couple hours before the exhaustion hits full-force and I find myself collapsing into the twin bed in David’s spare room before the clock has even hit 7PM.
It’s the same bed.
That’s the last thing I think as I pull the sheets up to my chin, too tired to even get up and close the curtains against the light of the early evening.
It’s the same bed I slept in that whole summer—the same bed I’d sneak out of to go meet her in the middle of the night, the same bed I’d crawl back into just as the sun was coming up, with the taste of her still on my lips and the smell of her still lingering on my skin.
It’s the same bed where I dreamt of Clover Rivers all summer long.



  


Chapter 3  


Neavh


When I wake up in the morning, it takes me a few seconds of blinking and looking around to remember I’m in the spare room at David’s house. Judging by the silvery grey light just starting to bloom outside the window, it can’t be much later than dawn.
The seventies-style wood paneling is still the same as the last time I was here, and so are the old framed Yu-Gi-Oh! posters leaning against one of the walls. David is too embarrassed to actually hang them up but too attached to get rid of them.
My giant backpack is leaning against the simple wooden wardrobe, a few random items of clothing scattered on the floor from when I dug out some pajamas last night. I slide out of bed and change into a hoodie and some denim shorts before padding out to the bathroom.
I find my phone sitting on the edge of the counter where I must have left it in my sleep-deprived state last night. I wince when I turn the screen on and see it’s only seven in the morning, but when I consider I was dead asleep by 7PM last night, I’m less horrified by the early hour.
David’s bedroom door is still shut and probably will be for several more hours, given he runs on a bar manager’s clock. I do my best to stay quiet as I go through my morning routine in the tiny bathroom filled with outdated turquoise and tangerine tiles.
I remember me and Clover teasing David about how hideous those tiles are every time she was over here. She and I ended up at David’s house pretty much every rainy afternoon that summer, sitting pressed side by side on the couch with our hands creeping towards each other under a pile of blankets, an eighties romcom that we’d inevitably forget to pay attention to playing on the TV.
I catch sight of my face in the bathroom mirror, framed by those ugly tiles, and notice how pale I’ve gone. My stomach churns, and I feel a cold sweat prick the back of my neck.
I thought it would be easier than this. I thought I could handle it.
It’s been four years. I knew Clover for less than three months. We were just teenagers then, still kids who hadn’t done or seen shit. We were bound to fuck up.
I was bound to fuck up. When I look back on those days, it feels like all I did was fuck things up.
And that’s all you do now.
The voice that speaks in my head sounds raspy and raw. I wince and shake my head, the ends of my hair brushing along my jaw as I try to expel all the thoughts I don’t want to deal with. I finish brushing my teeth as fast as I can and then burst out of the bathroom before heading for the front door.
This house feels way too small all of a sudden.
As I’m reaching for the handle, I spot a bright yellow figurine hanging off the key hook beside the door. The sight stops me in my tracks.
I completely forgot there’s a Spongebob Squarepants golf cart sitting in the driveway.
I snort as I grab the coordinated key chain off the hook and then head outside. The cool morning air makes goose bumps rise on the bare skin of my legs, and I instantly regret putting shorts on. A year in Australia has me underestimating the Canadian temperatures, even in May.
I don’t bother going back in for pants. Being outside has helped ease some of the tightening in my chest, but it’s not enough. I need to move.
Before I even realize what I’m doing, I’ve hopped into the driver’s seat of the obnoxiously yellow golf cart. The plastic is all scuffed and scratchy under my bare thighs, and the seat is cold enough to have me yelping, but that doesn’t stop me from turning the key in the ignition.
Nothing happens.
I jiggle the key and make sure I’ve turned it all the way. The motor stays silent.
I scan the controls in front of me and realize I have no idea how to drive a golf cart.
It seems like it should be simple: all I can see is a steering wheel and a slot for the key. After a little more investigation, I find a knob for shifting between reverse, forwards, and neutral, but besides the gas and brake pedals by my feet, there’s nothing else to indicate why the engine isn’t on.
“What the hell?” I mutter as I try the key a few more times.
David said this thing worked. He didn’t say it worked well, but I know he wouldn’t have brought it all the way here if he wasn’t sure it runs.
I bounce my foot on the gas pedal in impatience and then shriek when the engine sputters in response. I try again, more cautious this time, and the engine revs before the cart starts inching forwards.
“Okay,” I say, my voice shaky as I grip the steering wheel. “We have movement.”
My nerves fade as I continue rolling down to the end of the gravel driveway. I loosen my white-knuckled hold on the wheel and realize I’m grinning.
“I’m driving a golf cart!” I call out to the empty forest around me. “Voilà, motherfuckers!”
I guide the cart onto the winding dirt road that leads past a couple other houses scattered throughout the woods. I dodge the puddles as best I can, swerving like a maniac and picking up more speed as my confidence grows. It’s not so different from driving the four-wheelers they had out on the farm I worked on in Australia. I get so caught up in the adrenaline rush that before I know it, I’ve driven all the way into River’s Bend.
I glide to a stop at the edge of the highway that cuts through the center of town. ‘Town’ is an overstatement; aside from the bar David manages, there are only about four other businesses on the main street. They’re all shut this early in the morning. As I scan the dark windows, I feel like I’m the only person left in the world after an apocalypse.
I inch the golf cart onto the cracked asphalt of the highway. I consider driving over to the bar, but just the shape of the building is enough to have me fighting off the sensation of suffocating. It’s too familiar. The whole damn town is too familiar.
Maybe it was naïve of me, but I figured things must have changed in four years. Nothing stays exactly the same for that long—not people, and certainly not places, but River’s Bend has proved me wrong. It wouldn’t surprise me if some of the pebbles on the edge of the highway hadn’t budged an inch since all the times I walked my drunk, eighteen year-old ass home along this road, clutching Clover’s arm as we swayed together.
I rev the engine, sweeping the cart in a wide arc and turning my back to the town as I gun it up the highway. I’m not even sure where I’m going, and David’s stern warning to stay off the highway rings in my head, but I can’t go back to his place, and I can’t sit around in town. I have to keep moving. I have to keep going somewhere, or the weight of what a huge fucking mistake it was to come back to Vancouver Island is going to slam down on my chest so hard I might never get up off the ground again.
I’ve been driving for at least ten minutes by the time my lungs feel like they can fill up all the way again. The golf cart doesn’t exactly have a four-hundred horsepower engine, but I’m going fast enough that I need to put all my focus on steering around the bends of the puddle-dotted highway.
I’m concentrating so hard on the road I end up driving straight to the one spot on this whole island I shouldn’t go.
The sign for the Riverview Café and Kitchen comes into view first. The crooked little building with a screened-in porch and a brick chimney billowing grey smoke sits at the end of a small gravel parking lot.
The place hasn’t changed at all. Even Trish’s station wagon looks exactly the same where it’s parked next to the shop. Just a little farther up the road, I can make out the shape of the large wooden sign carved with the words Three Rivers Campground.
My stomach does a back flip, my spine jerking like I’ve been electrocuted. My grip on the steering wheel goes slack.
“Fuck!”
My shriek is drowned out by the screech of the tires as I hit a slippery patch in the road.
The golf cart zigs and zags, spinning out towards the edge of the road. I scream again before regaining control of the wheel to save myself from flying off into the forest.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I chant, my voice shaky as bile rises in my throat.
My whole body is shaking. My knees knock together. My teeth chatter hard enough to reverberate through my skull, and it’s all I can do to fight off the dots forming at the edges of my vision as I guide the golf cart towards the only safe place to pull over: Riverview’s parking lot.
By the time I roll to a stop a few meters away from the shop, I’m convinced I’m going to puke.
It’s been years since I’ve freaked out this bad in a car. Hell, I’m not even technically in a car, but the sound of the screeching tires plays over and over in my head, embellished with an imaginary cacophony of crunching metal and blood-curdling screams.
Before my brother died, I didn’t know it was possible to be haunted by an accident you weren’t even there to witness, but my brain has done a horrifyingly good job at filling in the blanks.
I cut the engine and take a shuddering breath before hopping down onto the gravel, one hand pressed to my stomach as I prepare to sprint for the closest bushes so I can puke.
Then I spot something that stops me in my tracks.
I blink a few times, squinting at the figure standing across the lot while I fight to make sense of what I’m seeing.
It’s a person—or at least, I think it’s a person. At first, I wonder if I’m looking at the swamp equivalent of a scarecrow, because there’s no way someone would just be standing in the middle of a huge puddle all covered in mud and leaves at barely eight in the morning, but then I realize their shoulders are moving up and down with the rhythm of their breath.
I jump back in surprise when the person lifts a hand to wipe a streak of mud out of their eyes. It’s only after their arm drops back to their side that I realize they’re staring at me just as intently as I’m staring at them.
My stomach recognizes her before I do. A cold sweat breaks out on the back of my neck, an acrid taste climbing up the back of my throat.
She takes a couple steps forward, getting close enough for me to see the thundercloud of an expression on her face, and when she speaks, there’s no way to mistake her for anyone else.
“What the hell are you doing here, Neavh?” Clover asks.
That’s when I start vomiting.
I hunch over right there in the middle of the parking lot, palms braced against my knees as the disgusting retching noises I’m making echo through the empty clearing. It’s been so long since I ate dinner last night that I’m only dry-heaving and coughing up nasty globs of spit, which might be a comfort if this was happening anywhere other than at Clover’s literal feet.
I groan as the retching finally comes to an end, trailing off into a coughing fit that leaves me gasping for breath. Even once I’m sure the moment has passed, I stay hunched over with my head lolling, gaze fixed to the dirt.
Staring at my own spit globs makes me wonder if I’m going to puke again, but the alternative is straightening up and facing Clover.
My panting fills the silence, along with some twittering birds in the trees who don’t seem to have been bothered by my near-collision and subsequent vomiting session at all.
As far as I can tell, Clover hasn’t moved. I tilt my head up enough to catch sight of the mud-splattered tips of her rubber boots standing a couple meters away from me.
Ever since the moment I decided to call David and ask to spend the summer here, I’d been avoiding the thought of what I’d say to Clover Rivers when I saw her again. I even tried to convince myself I might not see her at all, that she’d be spending the summer working on a school project or starting her first job after graduating. I pushed off any contemplation of what facing her again might look like, but even if I had spent the past few weeks obsessively parsing out every possible situation that could result in me bumping into her, I don’t think I could have come up with this.
What do you say to the girl you ghosted after rolling up to her driveway four years later in a Spongebob Squarepants golf cart and projectile vomiting all over the ground?
“Do you need help?”
Clover’s question surprises me enough that I jerk my head up. I’m convinced I misheard her, but the worried lines between her eyebrows and the way she’s hovering on the balls of her feet make it clear she’s actually concerned.
She was always the kind of person who’d check in on you, the kind of person looking out for anyone suffering—even if the suffering in question was a stray earthworm that needed to be moved off the road. I saw her do her savior routine on at least fifty different insects that summer. Any time you thought you’d lost Clover while out on a hike or walking around town, odds were she’d dropped to the ground a few minutes back to save a bug.
It was one of my favourite things about her.
“I’m fine,” I rasp, my voice raw and my heart pounding so loud I can barely hear myself speak.
She’s close enough that I see her jaw tense as her hands ball into fists at her sides.
The longer I look at her, the more dizzying the collision of the past and the present becomes. She looks different and the same all at once. Same burnished copper hair, but longer. Same hazel eyes flecked with gold, but harder. Older.
Angrier.
I left before I ever had to see her anger.
“You sure?” she asks, the words terse.
I grab onto the side of the golf cart to steady myself as I nod, unable to say anything else.
“Okay. Then get the hell out of here.”
She turns on her heel and heads for the café without another word.
I stand there clutching the cart, my eyes tracking her every move.
She doesn’t look back, not once. Not even when she opens the door and slams it shut behind her.



  


Chapter 4  


Clover


Islam the door so hard a couple jars on a shelf holding a collection of Trish’s jams rattle against each other.
I barely hear the sound.
My body feels like it’s been plunged deep into freezing cold water for the past five minutes, and I’m only dragging myself out now.
The shop is empty, the only light inside coming from the small woodstove flanked by a couple armchairs and rickety side tables. Trish must be in the back.
The rest of the mismatched seating options sit waiting for the first rush of customers to arrive. The space is divided between the café and dining area and a small shop stocked with homemade preserves, spice mixes, and DIY baking kits, as well as a freezer full of oven-ready meals.
Normally I like scanning the aisles to see what new concoctions my sister has come up with, but today, I head straight for the nearest chair and collapse onto the seat before dropping my head between my knees.
“Clover, is that—”
The swinging door to the kitchen creaks as Trish comes out from the back, her footsteps echoing through the empty room and coming to an abrupt halt when she spots me. She gasps and then speed-walks the rest of the way over to me.
“What are you doing?” she asks, with typical Trish bluntness. “Why are you sitting like that?”
She stops just beside my chair and places a hand on my back, only to make a sound of disgust and snatch it away a second later.
“Why are you covered in mud? Clover, what the hell happened?”
Her voice sounds like it’s coming from far away. I try to answer to her question, playing the events from out in the parking lot over in my head like a movie.
A snort of laughter bursts out of me.
It’s insane. It’s absolutely insane. There’s no way she just drove up to Riverview in a golf cart, puked, and then left while I stood there looking like some kind of mud-encrusted bog creature.
The more I think about it, the harder it is not to laugh. After a couple more snorts, I have to sit up so I can clutch my stomach and break out into big, wheezing, donkey-like guffaws while Trish watches me in horror.
Her slack-jawed expression just makes the whole thing even funnier. My abs cry out in protest as I laugh so hard I stop breathing.
“Clover!” Trish barks, planting her hands on her hips. “Snap out of it! You’re freaking me out.”
I have to squeeze my eyes shut and concentrate on getting some oxygen before I’m finally able to start calming down.
“Y-you’re n-never going t-t-to believe what just happened,” I stammer, my eyes still closed.
“Well, you look like you just wrestled a Sasquatch,” she retorts, “so I’m ready to believe just about anything. Now tell me.”
I gulp and then pry my eyes open. She’s still got her fists resting on her hips. One of the members of her infamous apron collection, this one featuring a design of two kittens shooting laser beams out of their eyes, is stretched across her chest.
“I-I was in the parking lot,” I answer, “and…and…s-someone drove up.”
I clamp my jaw shut, unable to get any more words out.
I can’t say her name.
All my frantic amusement fades as the sensation of being sucked underwater crashes over me again.
If I say it out loud, that means it really happened. That means she’s really back.
Trish squints at me when I stay silent.
“Someone?” she repeats. “Did someone splash you with their car or something?”
I shake my head. There’s a lump in my throat, like a plug holding down everything rising up within me. I don’t know what’s going to happen when I pop it out and let the rest of the words loose.
“No,” I manage to answer. “Not…not someone. Not just someone. It was…I saw…I mean I think I saw…saw…”
I trail off when I see the confusion on Trish’s face morph into the last thing I was expecting.
Dread.
Her features smooth out into the kind of grim mask you only put on when you know exactly what you’re bracing to hear next.
“Oh no,” she murmurs.
I tilt my head, my senses sharpening.
“Oh no what, Trish?” I ask, my voice blank even though I can feel the first pinpricks of anger building on my skin.
Trish takes a step back.
“Clover,” she says before pausing to swallow. “You know how I told you I wanted to talk to you about something?”
I blink at her. She swallows again.
“Well,” she continues with a slight wobble in her voice, “it’s, uh, some news. From David.”
My shoulders start to shake. I wrap my fingers around the edges of my chair and squeeze hard.
“You knew,” I say, not even bothering to frame it as a question.
Trish is still for a moment, and then she nods.
I suck in a sharp breath. “Is this what you wanted to tell me last night? You really didn’t think that was more important than Gilmore Girls? How long have you known? How long has she—”
I cut myself off before I can finish the question. My throat has swelled shut again, blocking me from saying anything about her.
Trish sighs. “I’m so sorry. You’re right. I should have told you sooner. I just couldn’t find the right moment. You’ve been so busy with graduating and moving all your stuff back here. I know it’s been stressful. It’s a big adjustment, and—”
“Wait,” I interrupt, “you’ve known since I graduated?”
That was almost three weeks ago.
Trish at least has the decency to look guilty. She fiddles with her apron strings for a moment before answering.
“David told me she was coming here for the summer back at our big opening bonfire—”
I let out a squawk of disbelief. I was at that bonfire. I was right there, and no one told me.
Trish pauses, but when all I manage to do is shoot daggers at her with my eyes, she continues.
“He didn’t feel like it was his place to tell you directly. He thought you might feel better hearing it from family. I was trying to find the right moment. I swear I was, Clover. I just wanted to make it as easy as possible for you, but then he texted me yesterday to say he was driving down to pick her up, and I knew it couldn’t wait any longer. I didn’t think she’d have the nerve to literally drive straight here in the morning. That’s nuts. Who does she think she—”
“Stop.”
I hold up a hand, and Trish falls silent, but it’s not just her I’m speaking to. It’s this whole situation. I need it all to just stop for a moment so I can catch up.
Trish bites her lip and rocks on her heels like it’s taking all her concentration, but she stays quiet.
I breathe in and then slowly let the air out.
Then I do that again.
And again.
“She’s back,” I say after my third exhale. “Neavh is back.”
I don’t stutter when I say her name. I don’t quiver or lower my voice. I’m still squeezing the chair so hard my knuckles are turning white, but I don’t back down. I draw on whatever strength I managed to summon when I told her to get the hell out of the parking lot, and I remind myself she doesn’t get to do this.
She doesn’t get to show up in my town and throw my whole life off course.
Not again.
“I’m sorry, Clo.”
Trish is still hovering a few feet away like I might spring up and attack her at any second. I raise my eyes to meet her deep brown stare, and I see more than just alarm there. I see how concerned she is, not just by me, but for me, and I know she really does regret how this turned out.
“Ugh,” I groan. “It’s really freaking annoying that I actually believe you thought you were doing the right thing.”
“I should have told you sooner,” she says as she steps closer.
She reaches for the chair opposite mine and then pauses until I nod my approval before sitting down.
“But I mean, Jesus Lord,” she continues, “how could anyone have predicted she’d show up in the parking lot while you were literally on your way here so I could tell you about her?”
I shrug. “Whoever could predict that could probably have predicted she’d be driving a Spongebob golf cart.”
Trish does a double-take. “Excuse me. A what now?”
I shake my head and bite back a grin. “Let’s just say this has officially been the most fucked up morning of my life.”
She gives the collection of twigs and dried fir needles still stuck to my clothes a once-over. “Uh, yeah, I can definitely believe that.”
I pluck a desiccated leaf off my arm and crumple it between my fingers. I watch as bits of dust fall to the floor, clump by clump.
Trish coughs, and I realize I’ve been staring into space for several seconds.
“Are you, um, okay?” she asks. “Do you want me to call Emily? We can have an emergency sisters meeting right here and now.”
I’m about to tell her that’s not necessary when a new realization hits.
“Wait,” I say, jerking my head up. “Did Emily know about this? Did Dad know about this? Has the whole freaking town been talking about this behind my back?”
Trish waves off my frantic questions.
“No, no. Don’t worry about that. I kept it to myself.”
I squint at her. She scoffs.
“I did!”
I keep squinting.
“Okay, fine, I told my girlfriend,” she concedes with a huff, “but that’s it. I wouldn’t go around gossiping about you.”
Trish is not exactly known for her subtlety. While I do believe she wouldn’t spread things around, she and Emily are pretty much guaranteed to share the same scope of information on everything.
“You promise?” I ask.
Trish places a hand on her chest. “I swear.”
The reassurance only makes me feel better for a couple seconds before I sigh and slump in my seat.
“Guess it doesn’t really matter,” I say. “By the end of the day, the whole town is going to know she’s here. I’m never going to hear the end of it.”
Trish reaches over and pats my shoulder. “It’s okay. It was years ago. I’m sure most people don’t even remember you two had a thing.”
I give her a look.
“Trish. It’s River’s Bend. People still talk about that time the drummer of The Tragically Hip pulled in and asked for directions at the bar, and that happened thirty years ago. Of course they’re going to remember that one of the Rivers girls had a thing with David’s cousin.”
She taps her chin with her finger for a moment before nodding.
“Okay, maybe some people will remember, but they’ll stay quiet about it if they know what’s good for them.”
I huff a bitter laugh. “Sure. That’s likely. I just…I just want it to stay in the past. I’m fine when it’s all in the past. I just…”
My voice gets thick, and Trish scoots her chair closer to wrap an arm around my shoulders.
“I know, babe,” she murmurs. “I know.”
Despite urging myself to stay strong, I lean into her touch.
“It was four years ago.” I’ve started whispering now, which makes it easier to keep my voice from cracking. “I shouldn’t care. I don’t care. It was just some dumb teenage summer fling. I just… Why the hell is she back here? Why can’t she just stay in the past?”
Trish brushes her thumb up and down my mud-caked sleeve.
“I wish I could make it easier,” she coos. “You don’t deserve that, not back then, and not now. I don’t care what she had going on in her life. You don’t just run away from someone you care about without saying a damn thing.”
I sniff and start squeezing the chair again, fighting to keep it together.
“She’s had four years to reach out to you,” Trish continues, “and she never took the opportunity. She’s got some nerve just showing up here without a word.”
I wince and blink to clear my eyes. I refuse to cry over this. The whole town already saw me break down over Neavh once. I’m not going to let that happen again.
I let Trish keep stroking my arm for a few more minutes. When I can trust myself to stand, I tell her I’m going for a walk to clear my head. After a few rounds of assuring her I’ll be fine, she lets me go.
My gaze drifts over to the tire tracks leading out of the parking lot as soon as I’ve shut the shop’s door. I can still see Neavh standing there, like a ghost of all the thousands of times I’ve imagined seeing her again over the years.
Trish was right; she’s got some nerve showing up here, but it’s not because she’s never tried to reach out since that summer.
It’s because she did—just once.
She reached out at a time when she was maybe the only person in the world who could understand what I was going through, and I still told her to go to hell.
She told me I meant everything to her, and I lied and told her none of it ever meant a damn thing.



  


Chapter 5  


Neavh


The bar still smells the same: the brisk scent of pine boards mixed with the sticky-sweet tang of spilt beer. The same dartboard is hanging on the back wall, a few darts stuck way off from the bull’s eye and a halo of scuff marks denting the wall. Even the dust-coated top shelf bottles perched on the liquor display framed with blue mini lights probably haven’t been switched out since the last time I was here; River’s Bend doesn’t exactly draw a top shelf liquor kind of crowd.
“Feel weird to be back?” David asks from beside me in the entryway.
All I can do is nod. Everything about this day has been weird. I’ve been floating outside my body ever since I saw Clover’s face this morning.
“It’s order day,” David says as he takes a few steps farther into the bar. “Connor should be in here somewhere. You can start by helping him unpack everything. It’ll be a good way to get reacquainted with the place.”
He calls out a hello, and a couple seconds later, a guy somewhere in his late twenties comes out from the back. He’s wearing a paisley bandana to keep his curly blond hair out of his face.
“Hey, Scooter! My boss man!” he says as he adjusts the bandana’s knot. “Didn’t know you were coming in this early.”
I’d forgotten most people in town refer to my cousin as Scooter. It’s some dumb inside joke about his motorcycle that’s stuck around for years.
“Just showing my cousin around,” he says to Connor, “the one I told you all was coming to work for me.”
David glances over his shoulder with a confused look on his face when he realizes I’m not beside him. I’m still hovering in the doorway. I force myself to stop being awkward and walk over to join the conversation.
“This is Neavh,” David says.
I watch Connor fight to stop himself from doing a double-take when he sees the two of us side by side. The usual mix of confusion and curiosity plays out on his face.
Given that my whole side of the family is white and David’s dad is Korean, people tend to have a wide range of reactions to finding out we’re cousins—everything from refusing to believe us to lavishing me with praise for how ‘open-minded’ my family must be about David’s adoption before they’ve even asked if he’s adopted.
He is not.
Thankfully, all Connor does is nod after a second and offer me his hand.
“Right on, right on. Nice to meet you, Neavh. I’m Connor.”
“Connor worked here last summer,” David says, “so he knows what’s up if you run into any questions, although not much has changed in how we do things.”
“Oh, true that,” Connor says, turning to me. “You worked here a few years ago, right?”
I nod. “Yep. Sure did.”
“Although she was only eighteen, so we had to kick her out after the kitchen closed at ten,” David says with a laugh.
I also couldn’t serve or buy alcohol since British Columbia’s drinking age is nineteen, but that didn’t stop me from sneaking out to drink with the rest of the staff after hours.
Everything felt new then. Everything was shiny. I was finally free of the shit show living at home had become. It was summer, I was young, and I was falling in love for the first time in my life. Every day felt like a diamond someone had dropped straight into my hands.
I’ve been all around the world since then, and still, nothing has ever felt as charmed as that summer.
Nothing has ever felt as charmed as her.
“I’ll be working on the books out here,” David says as he starts walking over to a table by the window.
I blink and realize Connor is halfway to the storage room already. He glances back at me, and I speed over to follow him.
We spend the next hour unpacking the latest food and drink deliveries. I still remember where almost everything goes. Given that I couldn’t legally bartend or serve more than food, I spent most of my summer here doing things like organizing, dishwashing, and filling out order forms.
Even though I’ve had a few real bar jobs during my travels since then, I’ll still be spending this summer picking up the menial tasks no one else wants to do. David had already finished all his seasonal hiring by the time I called him from Australia, so I’m lucky he’s fit me onto the schedule at all, even if it means missing out on the best tips.
“Scooter said you’re a big time backpacker. You were living in, uh, Austria, or something?”
I pause in the middle of sliding some jugs of olive oil onto a shelf and glance over at Connor where he’s stacking up flats of Pepsi cans.
“Australia,” I correct.
He grins and nods. “Sick. Always wanted to go there. I’m a bit of a drifter myself. Can’t be tamed, you know?”
I press my lips together to keep from smirking. This guy would definitely fit in at a Gold Coast hostel.
“So what brought you back?” he asks.
“Oh, um, I ran into a little trouble with my visa.”
Connor clucks his tongue in approval. “Sounds badass.”
I rustle the pack of chip bags I’ve just loaded into my arms to hide the sound of my barely suppressed laughter.
“Uh, thank you.”
After another few minutes of working, he tells me he’s originally from Toronto and then asks if I’m from the island.
“I was born in Vancouver,” I tell him. “Like, the city.”
I never know how much people from out east need clarification on the distinction between Vancouver Island and the city of Vancouver, which, in an admittedly confusing turn of events, is not on Vancouver Island.
“But my dad is from Montreal, and we moved over there when I was eight,” I add, “so I’m never really sure how to answer where I’m from.”
Connor straightens up from squatting in front of a shelving unit and turns to face me. “Which one feels more like home?”
Maybe it’s the jet lag, or the fact that I still don’t know how the hell to process this morning’s disaster with Clover, or just the overwhelming awareness of the past that seems to hang in this bar like a thick perfume, but I end up blurting out way more sincere of an answer than I mean to.
“I don’t think I’ve ever felt at home,” I tell him. “I think that’s one of my problems.”
He raises his eyebrows and blinks a couple times before nodding.
“Shit, Neavh. That’s deep.”
I’m pretty sure it’s more pathetic than it is deep. I feel my face getting hot, and I mumble an excuse about needing some air before I head out of the storage room and straight for the bar’s front door.
I’ve got to get my shit together.
I’m too broke to go anywhere else, at least for now. I’ve got to work for at least a couple months before I can figure out my next destination. That means I need to find some way not to fall apart every time something reminds me of the past.
The only other choice is to go crawling back to my parents, which isn’t an option at all. I know they’d at least give me a place to sleep, even with the way things are between us, but I barely made it out of there with my sanity intact when I left home after high school. They don’t even know I’m back in Canada, and the longer I can keep it that way, the better.
I know exactly how it’ll all play out: they’ll tell me I’m throwing my life away and that I need to come home and get back on track with my degree. We’ll fight. They’ll shut down and retreat into the suffocating silence of their grief until I say or do something reckless just to get them to remember they have one child who’s still here, who’s still alive.
Then we’ll fight again, and everything will repeat. Everything will play out in the same cycle that keeps reconfirming what I’ve known all along: I can’t replace my brother. I can’t pull them out of the hole they fell into when he died.
I’m not enough for that.
The warm breeze of the early afternoon hits my face as soon as I’ve stepped outside. I squat down on the short set of steps in front of the bar and ball my fists in the sleeves of my hoodie, my eyes fixed to the highway.
A few tourists are wandering up the strips of trodden-down earth that serve as a sidewalk, phones at the ready as they snap photos of every building and tree. I don’t even judge them for it. River’s Bend looks fit for a postcard at this time of year, with everything all fresh and blooming.
“Hey. You all right?”
The door creaks as it swings shut behind David.
“Oh. Hey.”
I twist to look back at him before resuming my contemplative observation of the town.
“You didn’t answer my question.”
David pops a squat beside me, both of us perching on the steps like oversized birds.
“I’m all right,” I say. “Just jetlagged, I think. Needed a little air.”
He stays quiet, silently calling me on bullshit the way only an older relative can. I hold out for a minute before I crack.
“Okay, fine. It is pretty weird to be back here. I’m sorry. I really, really appreciate the job. I’m not gonna be running out mid-shift all the time. I just…”
He nudges my shoulder with his. “I’m not mad. I’m checking on you, kid.”
I wish I didn’t feel like a kid. I’ve travelled to almost thirty countries all by myself. At twenty-two years old, I’ve seen more of the world than most people do in their entire lives, but I’m still back crashing in my cousin’s spare room with nothing but a few hundred bucks in my bank account and nowhere else to go.
“I saw her.”
The words burst out of me before I can think to hold them back. I feel David tense up beside me.
“Who?” he asks, even though his body language tells me he already knows the answer.
There’s only one her I could be talking about.
“Clover.”
Her name hangs in the air like smoke. David drags a hand down his face before sighing.
“Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d bump into each other so soon. Wait.” He twists to face me, a confused look on his face. “When did you see her?”
Guilt twists in my stomach as I remember our agreement that I’d stay off the highway.
“Soooo I got a little carried away with my test drive while you were asleep this morning.”
He groans and glares at me. “Neavh. Come on. Seriously?”
“I didn’t mean to,” I protest. “I was just getting the hang of driving it. I didn’t even realize how far I was driving, and then…and then suddenly I was passing Riverview, and I pulled into the parking lot to turn around, and she…she was there.”
David’s glare doesn’t drop. “You really expect me to buy that?”
I start glaring right back. “Do you think I wanted to run into her while driving a Spongebob golf cart?”
We stare each other down for half a second and then burst out laughing at the exact same time.
“Okay, okay, fair enough,” David wheezes.
He shifts into a more comfortable position. I do the same, and we sit side by side facing the road.
“I feel like an idiot,” I tell him. “Like, I really convinced myself it wouldn’t be a big deal. You’d think it wouldn’t be a big deal. The whole thing lasted, what, two months? But I saw her today, and…”
David shrugs, his voice turning serious. “Two months can seem like a long time out here, especially in the summer. Summer in River’s Bend feels like…like the whole world turns to gold. It’s easy to get lost in that.”
I nod, my gaze going unfocused. “Yeah. That’s what it felt like.”
Maybe I did get lost in her. Maybe she got lost in me too. Maybe all we did was flounder our way through feelings that were too big for us to hold, but in the moments I’d brush her hair out of her face or trace my fingertips across her lips, it felt like I was more found than I’d ever been in my life.
I haven’t felt anything even close to that since.
A pick-up truck rumbles by on the highway, the bed loaded up with a few kayaks. The jostling sound of the boats knocking together pulls me out of my thoughts.
“Neavh,” David says once the sound of the motor has faded, “you never really told me what happened with her.”
I glance at him and then back at the spray of water droplets the truck’s tires have splattered against the road.
“What do you mean?” I say. “You know I just…left. I was supposed to stay, and I left. I was a coward. There’s not much more to say.”
He lets out a long breath. I can feel his eyes on me, but I don’t turn to face him.
“I know there’s more to it than that,” he says. “Look, you don’t have to give me the details if you don’t want to, but considering you’re spending the summer here and things don’t exactly seem to be off to an amazing start, maybe it would help to just get it all out to someone.”
I pull my knees up to my chest and wrap my arms around my legs while I consider the invitation. Part of me feels like I’ll dissolve into a million pieces if I try to put everything into words, but the rest of me feels like I’m guaranteed to explode if I don’t.
Everything just feels so fucking heavy, like thick walls closing in on me from every side.
“Or I could pay Connor to sit out here and listen to you,” David adds. “Your choice.”
I huff a laugh, and the slight break in the tension convinces me to at least give this a shot.
“It was perfect,” I begin, the words tumbling out in a rush. “It’s like you said. Every day was gold. She was gold. I’d never met anyone like her. After...after Charles died, all my friends back home just felt like they were for convenience. I wasn’t used to people seeing me, but Clover… She didn’t take my shit. I think that’s what made her stand out to me in the first place. She just looks at you, and she…she sees you.”
I’d messed around with girls before that summer. I thought I was bi at the time, and it was a couple more years before I realized I was a lesbian. Still, Clover was the first girl to make me realize that sometimes, you see people coming. They grow like a single stalk in the center of a garden, pushing up through the soil inch by inch, day by day, with careful, measured progress you can either urge on or root out on a whim.
Other people hit like a super bloom.
One day, you’re bare, empty earth just waking up from a sleep so long the sun still feels like a distant dream, and the next, you’re a riot of colour and honey and so many swirling purple petals you can barely see the sky.
She’s the one who taught me that term: super bloom. She said it only happens every few years, when the rain and the soil and the sun all conspire to make magic together.
She hit like a super bloom.
One day, I was empty, and the next, there was clover growing everywhere I looked.
“I could tell it was something special,” David says.
I startle at the sound of his voice. For a moment, I forgot he was here.
“And I would know,” he continues. “The amount of summer flings I see go down while running the only bar in a tourist town is insane, but you two… It’s okay for it to have been a big deal, you know. You don’t have to try to convince yourself it wasn’t.”
I press my lips together and stay quiet.
I don’t know how I’m supposed to get through a summer here if I don’t manage to convince myself of that.
“I think that was part of the problem,” I tell him after a moment. “It was special, and…and I didn’t know how to handle it. It had only been a few years since Charles died. I don’t know to explain just how fucking shitty things got at home after that, and everyone tries to tell me it’s not my fault, but…but I know if it had been me who died, not him, he would have been able to handle it better.”
My big brother could handle anything. Sure, he was a total class clown and had a habit of living on the edge, but when it came down to it, he could always hold everything together.
All I’ve seemed to manage since he died is tearing things apart.
“Did you know no one on my dad’s side of the family has ever gotten a university degree?” I ask. “My parents wanted that for us so bad, and Charles was going to give it to them. It’s not even what he wanted, but he would have done it for them. He would have come through, and I just...I couldn’t even pass some of my high school classes, not after he died.”
“That’s perfectly understandable,” David says in a gentle voice.
I shake my head, still staring out across the parking lot. “All they wanted was for me to step up and make something of myself after they lost him, but I couldn’t do it, and they...they just faded. They were like zombies walking through life, and nothing I did was enough to wake them up. That summer with Clover, I just couldn’t stop thinking about it. We started making all these plans for the future, and I couldn’t stop asking myself how I was going to be what she needed when I couldn’t even be what my own parents needed after their son died.”
David sucks in a sharp breath.
“Neavh…”
He trails off, searching for something to say, but I don’t give him the chance. I don’t want to hear him try to make me feel better when he doesn’t even know what I did.
“I was already planning on travelling after working here that summer,” I remind him. “You know, doing the whole gap year thing, but Clover and I decided maybe I could stick around and get a job in Victoria to save up some more, and then we could travel together after she finished her first year at school.”
I wince at the memories of all our late-night conversations huddled around a bonfire or walking hand in hand through the dark woods where even the stars couldn’t see us.
“We had all these places in South America picked out. She’d go on and on about all the animal rescues she wanted to visit, all the nature hikes we’d do. It was the cutest thing, and I just…I just knew I’d mess it up. I know it sounds stupid. It was stupid, but I got so in my head about it all. I was so convinced she’d be better off without me.”
And I was right.
I pause and shake my head. I thought I’d gotten better at fighting off the voices that tell me all I do is mess things up, but being back in River’s Bend has them clawing their way out of the box I’d shoved them inside.
“I know I handled it in the worst way possible,” I say. “There’s no excuse, but when I look back now, I realize I was still so messed up about Charles. I tried to hide it from everyone, but I just…I couldn’t deal with it.”
My voice cracks, and I have to stop. David presses his shoulder to mine, which just makes me feel like I’m one step closer to crying.
“It’s okay, Neavh.”
I shake my head again.
“It’s not, though. I just left. I fucking ghosted her. I tried so hard to think of what to say, and then I just went with nothing. I got on a plane without even saying goodbye.”
He’s silent for a few seconds, and I brace for him to start yelling at me or just get up and leave. I’d deserve it. I never told him this part. All I said at the time was that things between me and Clover hadn’t worked out and that I’d booked a last-minute ticket to Europe.
“Wait,” he says, his voice too measured for me to gauge his reaction. “You said…nothing?”
Guilt churns in my stomach. I hug my knees even tighter and nod without looking at him.
“I’m not judging,” he says. “I just—”
“You should,” I interrupt. “I know you must have assumed I at least told her something, but that’s the truth.”
He stays quiet for so long my skin starts to crawl. I risk glancing at him and see he’s staring out across the parking lot with his eyes unfocused. When he finally does speak, his voice is hazy, like he’s been caught up in the past right alongside me.
“She came to the bar the day after you left. She said you’d had a fight.”
I nod again and have to clear my throat before I can answer.
“Yeah. She…she knew something was wrong, but I couldn’t…I couldn’t…”
My eyes burn, and I start fidgeting with the sleeves of my hoodie, putting all my concentration into toying with a loose thread.
“She didn’t know you’d left,” David says slowly, like it’s all coming together for him now, “but I thought she just didn’t know you’d left right then. I knew you’d bought your ticket a few days before, and I assumed…”
“That I wasn’t a complete asshole?”
I let out a sharp bark of laughter.
If I don’t laugh, I’m going to sob.
David doesn’t join in. Instead, he shifts to face me and waits until I have no choice but to lift my eyes to meet his stare.
“Neavh,” he says, each syllable enunciated like he wants to make sure what he says next is engraved in my brain, “you were a kid. You were a kid who’d already had to handle way more than any eighteen year-old should. None of what happened to you was your fault.”
Something deep in my chest loosens at his words, like a vice easing off the pressure, but I still look away and shake my head.
“That doesn’t make what I did okay.”
“No,” he agrees, “but it does matter.”
“It definitely doesn’t matter to her,” I blurt.
I feel the weight of David’s gaze on me.
“How do you know that?” he asks.
I let out a heavy exhale. There’s no turning back now. He knows this much. He might as well know the rest.
“Because I reached out to her.” I pause for a second before I force myself to finish. “After her mom died.”
I didn’t even know she was sick. According to David, no one saw it coming. Mary Rivers was diagnosed with cancer just a couple years after my summer here, and she was gone a few months after that. David thought he’d have longer to decide if he should tell me, but by the time she passed, everything was happening so fast.
“When you told me it happened, I couldn’t sleep for a week,” I say. “I didn’t know if it would be better or worse if I got in touch with Clover. It had been over two years by then, but I thought about how I felt when Charles died, how maybe it all would have been different if I’d just had someone who could understand, and I…I decided to try. I sent her a message. I told her how much she meant to me, how much she still meant to me, how I’d understand if she didn’t want to speak again, but if she ever needed someone to talk to who just gets it, I’d always be there.”
I must have typed and re-typed that email at least fifty times before I came up with a version I didn’t delete.
I should have deleted that one too.
We sit there in silence for a few moments before David asks, “Did she answer?”
I nod. My stomach feels like it’s filled with ice now, and when I speak, my voice has gone cold and monotone.
“She told me she wasn’t interested.” I rest my chin on my knees and add, “Understandably.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see David open and close his mouth, searching for something to say, and I don’t blame him for coming up empty.
“She also told me it was never anything more than hooking up to her,” I add, “that I was a random summer fling who just happened to be around.”
The ice spreads through my bloodstream until every part of me feels numb.
“Neavh, you know that’s not true.”
I shrug. “Maybe.”
I can tell David is trying to get me to look at him again, but this time, I don’t give in.
“If you’d seen her that day you left, you’d know,” he urges. “She just said that because she was hurt and grieving.”
I’ve thought this all through a thousand times before, and I always come to the same conclusion.
“I get that,” I say, “but doesn’t it kind of make sense? I was just another tourist here for the summer. She could have had her pick of dozens of college kids coming out here to find themselves or whatever the hell I thought I was doing. It’s not exactly original to be a lost eighteen year-old who’s got no idea what they want out of life, but she… There’s no one like her, David.”
This time, David doesn’t wait for me to face him. He gets to his feet and stands towering over me at the bottom of the steps, one hand gripping the railing tight.
“Listen to me. There’s no one like you, either.”
I meet his gaze, and there’s only one word to describe the look I see there.
Love.
It doesn’t matter how long we go without seeing each other or even speaking; David and I will always have love for each other. Even though we rarely saw each other outside of family holidays, he always felt like another big brother to me.
At this moment, I could really fucking use a big brother.
“You’re not just some wash-up, okay?” he says. “You’ve seen the fucking world, Neavh. You’re a…a bright young woman who’s spent four years surviving completely on your own all over the globe. Do you know how many people say they want to do something like that and then never do because they’re too scared? And yet you did it. That’s badass. Don’t talk about yourself like that doesn’t mean anything.”
I press my lips together to keep from laughing at the phrase ‘bright young woman’ while the rest of his words fall over me like sunshine, melting the ice inside me away, at least for a moment.
“Thank you,” I murmur as I reach up to swipe at my eyes.
The corners of his mouth lift for a second before he sits back down.
“Always here for you, cuz.”
It’s my turn to bump his shoulder with mine.
“You’re the best. You know that?” I tell him.
“Oh, I know.” He pretends to dust himself off like he’s an action hero returning from battle. “Should I go put one of my ‘I’m the best’ t-shirts on for you? I have three.”
“Ugh,” I groan. “Since when did you start making dad jokes?”
He reaches his arms up in the air and twists to stretch his back. “I’m getting old, cousin. Times are changing.”
I let out what feels like my first real laugh since I arrived yesterday.
“Yeah, right. You’re gonna be a bachelor unsuccessfully flirting with Trish Rivers for the rest of your life.”
I congratulate myself on getting a dig at him and Trish in. His whole ‘will they, won’t they’ situation with Clover’s sister was the talk of River’s Bend for years before I even arrived. As his cousin, the whole town was quick to get me in on the mission.
Instead of telling me off, his face shifts into a smug grin, and a jolt of shock shoots through me.
There’s no way he got with Trish and didn’t tell me.
“Oh,” he drawls, pausing to scratch the back of his neck to emphasize just how much he knows I’m hanging on his every word, “now that we aren’t avoiding the subject of the Rivers family anymore, you should probably know that Trish has a girlfriend.”
My brain short-circuits.
Clover’s oldest sister, Emily, had already been out as a lesbian for years when I met her, and Clover has been out as bi since high school, but Trish Rivers was always the resolutely straight one of the three.
“Girlfriend?” I squawk.
David bursts out laughing at my reaction, which is fair enough considering I sound like a strangled chicken.
“I’m happy for her,” he says, still grinning. “We realized it was never going to work out between us, and Kennedy seems perfect for her. Oh, and Emily has a girlfriend too. Actually, Trish’s girlfriend is Emily’s girlfriend’s best friend, which they’ve told me is a common level of social entanglement for lesbians. Is that true?”
I’m still too busy processing the revelation about Trish to keep up with what he’s saying.
“Trish Rivers has a girlfriend?” I ask, my tone dazed, like I’ve just been hit over the back of the head.
David chuckles and gets to his feet. “Yup. Like I said, Neavh, times are changing. Who knows? Maybe this summer will turn out completely different than you thought.”
He offers me a hand. I reach out and let him help me up.
“Maybe,” I say as he leads the way back into the bar.
The image of Clover telling me to get the hell away from her in the parking lot this morning is burnt too deep into my memory to have any hope of that, but still, I wish I could believe he’s right.



  


Chapter 6  


Clover


Istare down at the few bites of shepherd’s pie left on my plate. I can feel everyone’s eyes on me as I grind my teeth, fighting the urge to flip my plate over and start shouting at them to knock it off.
Every dinner has been like this for the past four days. Trish devotes her evenings to making vegetarian versions of my favourite foods, Emily asks me how I’m doing in the soft tones one would use to speak to the gravely ill, and Dad finds a couple opportunities to pat me on the back and tell me I’m a tough cookie.
Before this week, I’d never heard my dad use the phrase ‘tough cookie’ in his life.
Even Newt is being weird. He refuses to lie anywhere but directly under my chair while we’re eating, even though it’s a little-known secret that my dad is far more likely to covertly feed him scraps.
Jinx is the only one not treating me like I’ve got the mark of death on my soul. She’s been as stubborn as ever. I haven’t even seen her since I was awoken by yet another one of her attempts to sleep directly on my pillow this morning.
“Does it taste okay?” Trish asks, breaking almost a full minute of silence. “I tried to get in some of all your favourite seasonings, but if—”
“It’s delicious,” I grind out through my clenched jaw.
I scarf down the last few bites and only lift my head once I’ve cleared my plate. Sure enough, I find all three of them staring straight at me. They glance away a split-second later and pretend to be busy with their own food, but after four days of the same routine, that split-second is enough to push me over the edge.
“Should I even bother telling you I’m fine, or is that going to be as ineffective as the last few hundred times?”
I bite my lip. I sound like an asshole, but gently requesting some space hasn’t had any effect on them.
“Look,” I continue, “I appreciate everything you’re doing. I know you care about me. It’s just really not a big deal, and I’d feel much better if we could all go back to normal now, okay?”
Trish and Emily glance at each other in yet another one of their telepathic exchanges, which just makes me tense up even more.
For the most part, I can make peace with the fact that they’re closer with each other than I’ve ever been to either of them. It makes sense, after all. I’m seven years younger than Emily, five years younger than Trish, and I haven’t even lived here for most of the past four years.
Still, something about the last few weeks has made the seamless rhythm they have with each other get under my skin, and this whole ‘pampering baby Clover because she’s sad’ routine is only ramping up the irritation.
“Okay?” I repeat when all they do is blink at me like I’m speaking a foreign language.
Emily is the first one to clear her throat. She straightens her already immaculate posture and rests her fork on the edge of her plate.
“I’m sorry, Clo. We’ll all try to lay off. We’re here whenever you need us though, okay?”
A pang of guilt rocks me when she apologizes. They really are just doing their best, and I know I haven’t given them much to go on. I’ve been throwing myself into my job of getting all the new seasonal staff trained up for the summer rush, and I’ve barely shown my face in the house besides meal times.
The guilt transforms my frustration at them into frustration at myself. I’m asking them to be normal, and I don’t even know what the hell normal looks like for me anymore.
Even setting her reappearance aside, nothing about the start of this summer has felt normal. Nothing’s felt like I expected since graduating.
“Thank you,” I say to Emily. “I appreciate that. I think I’m going to go out for a little evening hike now, if I may be excused?”
All three of them give me a weird look. The last time I asked permission to be excused from the table was in elementary school, but I don’t want to seem like I’m rushing out in a huff—even though I kind of am.
“Uh, sure?” Trish says.
“Take Newt with you,” Dad adds. “Which trail are you taking?”
I think for a moment and then decide on Lone Wolf Point, a short loop trail that starts just outside of town. I’ll have plenty of time to finish the route before dark.
I drop my plate off in the kitchen and then change into a sports bra and an old Patagonia fleece over some leggings before bringing Newt with me out to my dad’s truck. He hops into the passenger seat, and I roll the window down enough for him to feel the wind in his hair while I drive up the dirt road to the highway.
The cloudy sky has cleared enough for the hint of an orange glow to peek through by the time I park at the trailhead just a few meters down from the edge of town. I can see tourists taking advantage of the warm evening to get ice cream from the local stand, and I’m sure the bar is packed with people cramming in for happy hour. The town’s population always swells to triple its miniscule off-season size as seasonal workers show up for the summer.
River’s Bend is coming to life just like it always does at this time of year. Usually, I can feel myself lighting up right along with it. When I was a kid, the start of summer always made me feel like I was opening the first page of a brand new story I’d been waiting all year to read.
This summer, I feel like I’ve cracked the spine open just to find out every page is blank. There’s nothing for me to do but flip through pages and pages of empty space, wondering what’s supposed to be there.
Newt, however, is fully on board with the joys of a fresh season, specifically the olfactory variety. The second he’s leapt out of the truck, he’s got his nose to the ground, devouring every scent he can find while his tail wags so hard his whole butt shakes.
“That’s quite the happy dance,” I tell him as I lock the truck and follow after him up the trail.
Despite being so close to town, the route isn’t too well known. There’s no sign, and the only parking is a worn-down patch of dirt just wide enough to pull off the road. The trail is narrow and overgrown, with scratchy bracken stretching out to snatch at hikers’ arms.
The final ascent makes the whole thing worth it: a scraggly hillside leads up to a gorgeous vista overlooking one of the famous three rivers. The hill is topped by a rock that looks, with a very large stretch of the imagination, like a lone wolf surveying the river. An ongoing local joke is to take some tourists up here and tell them you’ve got to bend over, look at the rock upside down between your legs, and squint with one eye to see the wolf’s shape.
It’s even funnier if the tourists are a little drunk.
I do my best to focus on swatting the bracken aside and ignore a very unwanted memory of bringing Neavh up here. We hadn’t even kissed at that point. We’d gotten close—a few ‘accidental’ brushings of fingertips and some instances of staring way too deeply into each other’s eyes—but we were still on the precipice of falling in deep.
I’d snuck a few beers out of the staff fridge that night, and I’d invited her to join me and some of the other Three Rivers employees for a round of ice cream in town. I framed it all like a spontaneous evening I invited her to on a whim, but really, I’d orchestrated the whole thing as an excuse to hang out with her.
Somewhere amidst all the beer and ice cream, someone suggested hiking up to Lone Wolf. A half hour later, we were all stumbling up the hillside. Neavh and a couple of the employees hadn’t heard about the prank yet, so the rest of us put on our best act to hype up the legendary wolf rock of River’s Bend.
I made it up until the point where Neavh was practically twisted up in an Exorcist contortion with one eye squeezed shut while she scrambled for balance in the dirt, and then I started laughing so hard I literally fell on my ass.
She was not impressed by being victimized, but one night weeks later, she admitted that was the moment she decided I have the cutest laugh in the world.
It was the first time a girl ever called me cute.
She was so many of my firsts.
A sting of pain in my arm makes me yelp. I’m yanked straight out of my thoughts to confront the branch that’s managed to poke through my fleece and nick my arm.
“Owww,” I complain to the empty forest.
Newt pauses his sniffing routine and looks back at me, one ear cocked.
“I’m fine,” I call out. “No need to interrupt your important forest observations on my behalf.”
He wags his tail a couple times and then turns around to shove his nose back into the dirt.
I start walking again, faster now. The slight burn in my lungs as we start to climb uphill is a welcome distraction. We get all the way to the wolf in a matter of minutes, and despite my bad mood, I have to chuckle at how very much not like a wolf the rock looks.
I lean up against the bumpy grey stone while I catch my breath. Newt patrols the length of the vista, his snuffling noises now joined by the melodic sound of the river rushing far below us.
I watch the fading evening light make the swirling eddies glimmer with gold, and for the first time in days, I feel like I can take a full breath of air.
I fill my lungs up until they ache and then release everything in a long, slow exhale.
This is home.
This river. These trees. Even this lumpy old rock. This whole island is the reason I want to dedicate my life to doing as much as I can to save the earth. Vancouver Island has given me everything, and I want to do everything in my power to give even a fraction of what I’ve been blessed with back to this land.
That’s always been my path. Everything has always seemed to be leading me there. One of the best schools of environmental science in the world is right here on the island. My whole family is here too. Staying has always made the most sense. Staying has always felt like enough.
It has to be.
My lungs contract again, my chest tightening and refusing to fill all the way back up as questions I don’t even know how to begin asking fight to surface in my mind.
I block them out.
I turn away from the river and call for Newt.
“Come on, boy. We’ve got to get back to the truck before dark.”
His head pops up over a clump of tall grass, and I can’t stop myself from laughing when I see his face is completely covered in pollen, even if it means the drive home is probably going to include a lot of snotty dog sneezes.
He trots along ahead of me, the two of us picking our way down the hillside. I’ve just made it to the first few feet of flat ground when Newt goes stock-still in the middle of the trail. His ears perk up, and he lets out a low whine.
I freeze too, straining my ears to catch a hint of whatever has got his guard up. For a few seconds, I can’t hear anything except the regular twittering and creaks of the forest, but then the rhythmic sound of footsteps getting closer becomes clear.
Newt keeps his feet planted up ahead of me. We both watch as a woman steps into view.
She gasps and takes a couple fumbling steps backwards. I’m about to apologize for startling her when I realize who she is.
I’ve devoted hundreds of hours of my life to studying the likelihood of certain events happening in nature, and as I watch her expression shift from shocked to horrified, I can’t stop wondering if there’s some equation out there that could predict exactly how likely it is I’ll bump into Neavh Beaudoin at any given location at any given moment within a certain kilometer radius of River’s Bend.
I’d shell out the entirety of whatever measly sum I have saved in my student bank account to get access to that data.
Neavh mutters a few swear words in French, just loud enough for me to hear.
I forgot about the way she slips into French sometimes. I used to think it was the sexiest thing I’d ever heard.
I clench my jaw but don’t say anything. Newt’s tail has started wagging, but he must sense the tension crackling in the air; he stands there whining instead of running over for scratches like he would from pretty much any other stranger.
I remind myself to give him some extra treats at home for his loyalty.
I’m not sure how long I stand there facing off with Neavh. It can’t be longer than a couple minutes, but I’d believe it if I found out I’d been staring at her face for an hour.
I didn’t know someone could look like the love of your life and a stranger all at once.
It’s cheesy and overdramatic, but that’s what falling fast and hard as an eighteen year-old in the summertime felt like: like she was the fucking love of my life, like there’d never been anyone who came close to her and like there never, ever would be.
Eighteen year-olds are stupid, though. The fact that I haven’t found anyone else who makes me feel even a fraction of all that is beside the point. We were a fevered daydream. There was no way we could have kept burning like that forever. There was no way it was real.
We were a jumble of hormones and romanticized ideals, swept up in the magic of the countless firsts we got to claim with each other. Maybe that’s a kind of love, but it’s not the kind that matters.
That’s what I told myself when she left.
That’s what I’m telling myself now as I stare into her eyes and search for the girl I once knew, hunting for her with a hunger so desperate my knees shake and every bone in my body sings out for the way her hand used to fit so perfectly in mine.
“Do you want me to go back?”
I blink, startled by the sound of her voice in the quiet forest, and it takes me a moment to realize what she’s talking about. For a wild second, I wonder if she means all the way back out of River’s Bend.
For an even wilder second, I wonder if my answer could be anything other than yes.
Then I see she’s hiking her thumb over her shoulder towards the start of the trail.
I shake my head.
“No. I’m, uh, going that way.”
I point in the same direction, hating how hoarse my voice sounds. I fight to muster up some of the burning rage I felt at the sight of her in the Riverview parking lot, but instead of hot, I feel clammy and cold, like I’m caught in a swirling fog I can’t see the way through.
“Also, I don’t own the trail,” I say, doing my best to fake an aloof tone. “Walk wherever you want.”
I march forward, even though every step feels like I’m slogging through mud. My heart hammers in my chest as I get closer to her.
Newt takes my movement as a cue to run up to Neavh. He sniffs at her pant leg and then stretches his head up towards where she’s got her hand balled into a fist at her side. His tail wags.
So much for loyalty.
Neavh stares down at him with wide eyes and then glances at me, her face pale and alarmed, like I might just bite her hand off if she touches him.
I’d laugh if I could manage to find anything about this funny.
I take a few steps closer, and still, all she does is look back and forth between me and Newt like she’s waiting for permission.
I sigh.
“Just pet the damn dog, Neavh.”
She uncurls her fist like an animal coming out of hibernation, and Newt bumps his nose against her palm. She scratches behind his ears, and his tail wags even harder. I watch as the corners of her lips twitch with the hint of a smile.
Newt scooches up beside her legs, and she hunches down to give him some pats while trying to keep her face out of reach of his appreciative licks.
“Ugh, Newt!” she says after he manages to get a swipe at her cheek. “You’re cute, but your breath is gross, mon gars.”
I cross my arms over my chest as I watch the two of them, doing my best to look unaffected while my heart pounds so loud I’m convinced Neavh will be able to hear it reverberating through the forest floor.
Newt always adored her, but Newt always adores everyone. The sight of her petting him reminds me of the far more impressive reaction she’d always get out of Jinx. My haughty little queen who usually hides from strangers for days before she even deigns to grace them with her presence was curled up in Neavh’s lap like a kitten an hour after they first met.
If I’d needed any more confirmation that I was about to fall head over heels for Neavh, that would have done it. People might be able to lead you on and make you think they’re something they’re not, but animals don’t lie. What you see is what you get, and when I saw all my pets loved her, I knew I wasn’t going to get through the summer without doing the same.
My heart keeps racing as I watch her. The forest seems to sway as I try to process all the emotions swirling in my body, like I’m sifting samples through a sieve as I hunt for the rules and order hiding in a slice of chaos.
I don’t know how she can be the girl I loved, the girl who left me, and a girl I don’t even know anymore all at once.
“Well, um…”
Her voice jerks me back to reality. She straightens up and shoves her hands in her pockets. My gaze snaps up to her face, and I can’t stop myself from looking for clues there, some sign of all the answers I never got.
Her hair is a few inches shorter than it was back then, the dark brown strands falling just below her chin in an overgrown bob with some shaggy bangs haphazardly clipped out of her face. She’s standing too far away for me to see if she still has those faint, golden freckles peppered across the bridge of her nose, but even from here, I can tell her deep brown eyes still have the ability to shift from warm amber to piercing obsidian in a single glance.
I’d never met anyone with eyes like her.
I still haven’t.
“I guess I should get go—”
I don’t know what makes me interrupt her and blurt my question out. Maybe it’s the way the fading daylight makes everything feel more urgent, like if I don’t say something now, she’ll slip away into the dusk and disappear.
Again.
“Why did you come back?”
She freezes, her mouth dropping open and that panicked look returning to her eyes. I watch as she opens and closes her mouth a few more times, her gaze locked on mine.
“I’m sorry,” she finally murmurs, her voice hoarse. “I—”
A flash of irritation shoots through my chest.
“I didn’t ask you to apologize. I asked you why.”
I want an answer. A real answer. There has to be a reason she came back to a tiny tourist town on Vancouver Island, and it can’t just be to spend time with her cousin and work in a bar.
Not when it’s this town.
Not when it’s my town.
She jerks her hands out of her pockets and runs them through her hair instead, her face pinched in an expression I can’t read.
“There were…a lot of reasons.”
She shakes her head like she knows that’s not enough, but she doesn’t add anything else.
Newt starts whining again as he tries to work out what’s gone wrong.
“Any you care to share?” I ask. “Or are you just going to…to…”
The iciness I tried to put in my tone fades as I trip over my words and stutter to a stop.
I was going to throw it in her face: the way she left without telling me anything, the way she threw aside all our half-baked plans and desperate wishes on summer stars without even bothering to explain why she couldn’t go through with them until it was way too late.
If I use that against her, I’ll be admitting those plans and wishes mattered at all, and the only reason I can face her now is by telling us both they didn’t.
She’s still fighting to come up with something to say. She paces up and down the trail, her hands still digging into her hair and making a mess of her bobby pins.
“Look,” she manages to choke out, “can I…can I buy you a drink or something?”
I literally wheeze.
I’m so shocked I can’t even be embarrassed by my reaction. My eyes flare wide as my muscles go rigid. I don’t know what I expected her to say, but it wasn’t that.
She winces at the look on my face and holds up her hands.
“I mean, can we just sit somewhere?” she clarifies. “I want to tell you. I want to talk to you. I just…fuck. Fuck.”
She spins around and starts pacing again, her movements jerky and erratic. I’m stuck frozen in place as I watch her, waiting for the shock to wear off.
“I’m sorry,” she says. “I’ll go.”
She takes a few steps towards the trailhead and then stumbles to a stop.
“Oh, wait, fuck. You’re going that way.” She turns around again and points past me. “I’ll go that way. I—”
“Neavh.”
She goes still and presses her lips together, squirming a little as she waits for what I have to say.
I’m not even sure what my answer is until it leaves my mouth, but once the words ring out through the forest, there’s no taking them back.
“You can buy me a drink.”



  


Chapter 7  


Neavh


Ithank whatever gods watch over River’s Bend for the fact that David isn’t working tonight. There’s no way I could handle walking into the bar with Clover Rivers if I knew he’d be pouring our drinks. I can barely handle walking in even without my cousin here to speculate about what the hell is going on.
A Hozier song is playing on the speakers when I pull the door open and motion for Clover to go in ahead of me. Newt follows at her heels, tail wagging as he takes the crowded room in stride. As one of the campground’s unofficial mascots, I remember him always being pretty chill around groups of strangers.
Almost all the tables are taken, and there’s a rowdy game of darts going on, but we manage to get all the way up to the bar without having to wait. Connor is bartending tonight, the bandana I’ve since learned is a permanent fashion choice wrapped around his head and a bar towel tucked into the waist of his jeans.
“What’s up, Neavh?” he calls out when he sees me before grinning when he spots Newt. “What’s up, little dude? You’re back!”
I throw a few nervous glances between Connor and Clover. I was hoping we’d at least get our drinks before anyone who’s been around River’s Bend long enough to recognize both of us could catch on.
Back in the woods, having a beer in hand sounded like a good way to go about my first actual conversation with Clover in four years, but now I’m not sure the risk of publicly acquiring alcohol will be worth it.
“Oh, you’ve met Newt?” Clover asks Connor. “I guess that’s not surprising. My dad always brings him here to meet up with his fishing buddies.”
Connor nods. “Yeah, I’ve seen this little dude in here a few times. Oh, hey, wait. That means you’re one of the Rivers. Riverses? What do you call a bunch of Rivers?”
I shift from foot to foot, my hands balled up in my sleeves to keep from fidgeting. Connor may have just confirmed he’s never met Clover, but the longer we stand here, the more we risk being spotted by someone who does recognize how gossip-worthy the two of us getting a drink together is.
I may have been gone for four years, but I’ve travelled through enough small towns to know they all work the same way. The handful of shifts I’ve picked up at the bar so far have already resulted in some whispered conversations. Any deluded expectations I had about coasting through life unnoticed for the whole summer have long since been destroyed.
“Could I get a pint of the IPA, please?” I ask Connor before he has a chance to start listing more suggestions for the plural form of Rivers.
Clover orders the same thing, and a couple minutes later, we’re both standing with a cold glass of frothy beer in hand while we scan the tables.
My heart is beating so loud I can barely hear the music, and I can’t stop thinking about what a stupid idea it was to suggest this.
“Maybe out back is quieter?” Clover suggests.
I blink at her for a second and then remember to nod. “Right. Yeah. Good idea.”
We head out to the small, covered patio set up with a few weathered picnic tables and Adirondack chairs. The music is playing at a quieter volume on the speakers out here. It’s dark enough now that the mini lights strung along the patio’s canvas roof have switched on, and the coolness of the dropping temperature is a welcome feeling against my skin.
There are a couple small groups chatting at the picnic tables, but we manage to get two Adirondack chairs to ourselves over by the edge of the patio that overlooks the forest.
“The mist is already coming in,” Clover says, looking out into the woods once she’s taken her seat.
I do the same and spot some hazy wisps curling around the tree trunks like ghostly fingers.
I shiver and look away.
We’re quiet for a few moments as we take our first sips of beer. Newt has settled in at our feet. I reach down to give his head a few scratches as I wrack my brain for something—anything—to say.
Clover beats me to it.
“So, you’re working here again.”
I nod and force myself to sit up and look at her instead of using Newt as a shield.
“Yeah. It was, um, kind of a last minute thing, so David doesn’t have many shifts for me, but it’s better than nothing.”
She raises her eyebrows. “Nothing?”
I nod again. I feel like a bobble head, and I probably look like one too, but I can’t seem to stop moving. My skin is crawling, my body caught in a fight or flight response that’s demanding I at least get up and do something, but I wrap my hands around the chair’s wooden armrests and concentrate on staying in my seat.
“Yeah, so, I was living in Australia on a temporary work visa. They have this visa program for anyone in Canada under thirty. You get a year, and if you do three months of rural sector work, you can extend it for another year.”
I highly doubt she wants to hear the details of Australian immigration laws, but I guess we’ve got to start somewhere.
“I left my rural work to the last minute,” I continue, “and I was just about to finish it when the farmer I was working for tried to rip us all off and say we’d worked less hours than we had. I was living out on this orchard with a bunch of other backpackers, and he was refusing to cooperate or pay us, and then he just, like, disappeared.”
Some of Clover’s guardedness has slipped as she listens to the story. She hides it behind taking a sip of her beer, but I can hear the genuine interest in her voice when she asks, “What do you mean he disappeared?”
I take a sip of my own beer before I go on. My heart rate has slowed down to a normal range, and for a few seconds at a time, I can almost convince myself I’m just sharing travel stories with an old friend instead of a woman who either hates my guts or doesn’t give a single fuck about me.
I still can’t figure out where we stand. Her response to my message after her mom passed away made it pretty clear I wasn’t anything more than a random afterthought she wanted to keep in the past, but she doesn’t look at me like I’m someone who never mattered.
I could be making it all up, but in the first few seconds after both times I’ve bumped into her this past week, she’s looked at me like she wishes I never mattered.
I can’t tell which of those possibilities is worse.
“He, uh, just didn’t come back to the farm,” I answer. “We were all living out there in tents and vans and stuff, and he just stopped showing up. Eventually some people got the police involved. Turns out he was bankrupt or something. The police were tracking him down, but my visa had literally three weeks left and I had no money since we hadn’t been paid. I had just enough for a flight, and I didn’t want to risk spending it staying in Australia while hoping things would get sorted out, so I decided to call David and see if I could crash here.”
Clover’s eyes have gone wide, and she shakes her head as she takes another sip.
“Wow,” she says. “That’s crazy.”
I shrug. “Honestly, far from the craziest thing I’ve had happen on the road.”
I let out a soft chuckle, thinking maybe we’ve found a safe subject, but Clover winces.
“So you were in Australia for a while?” she asks, her tone clipped. “And that was…after Europe?”
My spine turns to ice as I realize my mistake.
Of course she doesn’t want to hear about my travels. I was supposed to start them with her instead of running off to Europe by myself. We were going to fly down to South America as soon as she finished her first year of school.
It might have been an unrealistic plan with none of the details hashed out, but still, it was our plan.
“Um, yeah,” I answer, staring down at the foam dissipating on the surface of my beer. “Well, after Asia actually.”
Now it’s my turn to wince.
“You’ve been to a lot of places,” she says in that same stilted voice.
I nod. “Yeah. I guess.”
I take a swig, and as I swallow the bitter liquid down, I order myself to stop being a coward.
I didn’t ask to buy her a drink so I could fill the awkward silence with small talk neither of us wants to hear. I asked for this because she deserves to know why I’m here, why I thought showing up in her town was still an acceptable option after everything that happened between us.
“I couldn’t go home,” I blurt.
I look up from my beer and see her face has gone blank.
“That’s why I called David,” I say. Each word feels like pulling teeth, but I don’t give myself the option of stopping. “There was nowhere else I could just show up without any money. I know my parents would have let me stay with them, but…but…we’ve barely talked in years, and when we do…”
I suck in a shaky breath as I shudder. The suffocation of that house in Montreal seems to clog my lungs even though I’m hundreds of miles away. The silence that filled the rooms and halls after Charles died is like a gaping hole opening up under my feet. Always quiet. Always empty.
I wasn’t enough to fill it. I wasn’t enough to bring my parents back to life. Charles was gone in an instant, but the two of them slipped away a little more each day—still walking, still breathing, still standing right in front of me without seeing me at all.
My hands have started trembling where I’m still clutching my glass. The beer inside sloshes around so hard it nearly spills over the rim.
“Neavh.”
Clover leans towards my chair, all the careful reserve gone from her expression and replaced with open concern. Her eyebrows are drawn together, her forehead creased.
I start trembling even more.
“Neavh,” she repeats.
Every other sound fades as she says my name. The music and chatter of the bar evaporate into nothing. Even the forest around us goes silent.
Her hand reaches out for mine. We both watch, transfixed, as her fingers hover just above my knuckles for a moment.
Then her warm palm closes over my hand, and the trembling stops.
“It’s okay.”
My chest feels like it’s about to crack open, like my ribs are too small to hold the feeling swelling inside me.
I keep staring at her hand wrapped on top of mine as I shake my head.
“It’s not,” I whisper. My throat feels too thick to speak any louder. “I told myself it would be fine, but I-I was stupid. This is your town, and it’s not okay that I’m here. I know th-that summer didn’t…that you don’t…but I still shouldn’t have come. I just didn’t know where else to go.”
A hiccup bursts out of me as my eyes begin to sting, but still, I can’t pull away.
I hate myself for it, but I can’t pull away. All she did is touch my hand, and my whole world feels like it’s crashing down around me. I shouldn’t be this weak. I shouldn’t be crying on a bar patio filled with people, but I can’t stop.
I didn’t think I’d ever get to feel her touch me again. I didn’t even let myself believe I wanted her to touch me again.
I just wanted to get through the summer. I just wanted to make enough money to leave, but none of the lies I told myself stand up to the feeling of her fingertips brushing mine.
I didn’t just come here for a job and a free place to sleep. I came here because when everything started falling apart in Australia, I realized how few people I had to call. I spent four years of my life meeting hundreds of people in dozens of countries, and I didn’t let myself get close enough to any of them to call when I needed a place to land.
I thought I could just keep flying forever, but one day, everyone runs out of fuel.
“The truth is,” I say, not stopping even though my voice shakes, “even if I’d had the money, I don’t know if I could have kept going. I thought about trying another country, another idea, another adventure, and I…I just felt so tired. I think I’ve been fucking exhausted for way longer than I realized, and I think maybe…maybe some part of me realized the only place I’ve ever actually felt…well, felt peace…is here.”
Clover’s hand twitches, and I brace for her to pull back, but all she does is take a deep breath and let out a shuddering sigh.
When I brave looking at her face, I see she’s been staring at our joined hands too. I watch her blink at them a few times. Her face is too blank to read, but still, she doesn’t let me go.
I don’t know what that means. I don’t know what I’m supposed to hope it means.
“It was selfish of me to come here, though,” I say. “Even if…if that summer wasn’t a big deal to you, it was still wrong of me to just show up. I—”
I’m cut off by Clover doing the last thing I expected.
She laughs.
I stare at her like I’ve been hit over the head as I wrack my brain for any reason this conversation could be funny, and that just makes her laugh even more.
“Neavh,” she says, giving my hand a slight squeeze before pulling away and settling back into her chair.
She doesn’t even seem to realize she did it, but that squeeze makes whatever feeling is still swelling in my chest sprout wings and flutter.
I’m literally fluttering, and all she did was touch my hand.
“I don’t own the town,” she says. “I know I’ve kind of been acting like I do, but you don’t need my permission to be here.”
She chuckles a final time before her tone turns serious.
“I understand now, and yeah, I’ll admit I’m not thrilled with you turning up, but I get it. You needed this place. It would be a waste of my energy to be mad about it.”
The fluttering stops.
“We can just stay out of each other’s way,” she continues. “You do your thing, and I’ll do mine. It would be impossible to avoid each other all summer, so we can accept that we’ll inevitably see each other in passing from time to time and leave it at that. No big deal.”
I force myself to swallow past the lump in my throat.
No big deal.
I should see those words as my rescue, but all they do is confirm what I’ve been dreading for years.
She was telling the truth when she said it never mattered. None of it was ever a big deal to her.
“Right,” I say. “Yeah. Okay.”
I’m staring into my beer again, and out of the corner of my eye, I see her tip her head back and drain what’s left of hers.
“I should get home,” she says.
She stands up, and Newt scrambles to his feet beside her.
Like a complete idiot, I stand up too.
“Uh, right,” I stammer. “Cool. Yeah. So we’re just… Uh, right. Okay.”
“Okay,” she repeats, her voice so soft I almost can’t hear her over the music. “I guess I’ll see you around.”
I stand there watching her go, not even caring about what kind of scene we’re making in front of the people over at the picnic tables. She’s just reached the door into the bar when she pauses.
She stands gripping the handle for a few seconds before she looks back at me. Then she turns and strides back over to our chairs.
“I was harsh,” she says, the words rushed, like she’s sharing a secret. “When I answered your message. I was harsh. I…I regret it.”
I open my mouth, but no sound comes out. I can hear blood rushing in my ears.
“There was just so much happening all at once,” she continues. “I’d finally accepted that I wasn’t ever going to hear from you again, and then your message came out of nowhere, and I…I wasn’t ready to hear it. Not then. Not right after…”
She winces, squeezing her eyes shut for a moment as her shoulders tense.
I know that feeling. It’s like bumping up against a nerve, like a stabbing pain from the ghost of an injury you’ve long since thought was healed.
It’s a feeling only people who’ve lost someone understand.
The earth feels like it’s cracking underneath me as the full weight of what she’s been through crashes into me. I know what losing someone so close to you does, how it rips a hole through your chest that never fills up again. All you can do is learn to live around the chunk of you that’s missing.
I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, least of all Clover Rivers.
“Of course,” I say. “I understand.”
I don’t say I’m sorry for her loss. I never wanted people to be sorry for me. All I really wanted was someone who could do just that: understand.
She nods a few times, her eyes still squeezed shut. When she opens them again, her face has gone back to the same mask of guarded control from before.
“It was a long time ago anyway,” she says. “We can both just move on.”
I nod, but I can’t shake the feeling that I’m lying through my teeth as I say, “Yeah, we can just move on.”



  


Chapter 8  


Clover


Iget up from the couch in Emily’s A-frame and pour myself a second glass of wine in her tiny kitchen. I watch the crimson liquid slosh around in my glass as Trish, Emily, and Emily’s girlfriend, Kim, all laugh where they’re crammed together on Emily’s couch.
They’ve got Trish’s girlfriend, Kennedy, on a video call on Emily’s laptop. All four of them keep laughing at some joke I didn’t catch while I get settled back in the armchair and take a few gulps of my wine.
“Kennedy can’t see you over there,” Trish complains.
I gesture at the packed couch. “Do you want me to sit on your lap or something?”
Emily usually leaves the joking around to Trish, but she’s almost through her second glass of wine and seems to have committed to a rare evening of relaxing instead of running around micromanaging the entire campground.
“Great idea!” she says, patting her lap and then Kim’s before reaching over to pat Trish’s lap too. “Just come lay across all of us. It’ll be perfect.”
I lift my glass up. “No, thanks. I’m keeping my merlot safe over here.”
“Party pooper!” Kennedy calls out from the laptop, the speakers turning her voice tinny.
“I think you guys will survive.”
Trish makes a face at me, but a few seconds later, the four of them are engrossed back in their conversation.
I’ve met Kennedy a couple times during her visits from Toronto, and Kim has basically taken up part-time residence at Three Rivers since moving out to Nanaimo to be closer to Emily after they met a year ago. I’m thrilled both my sisters seem to have found their forever people, but things like this wine night just seem to emphasize how much closer Trish and Emily are to each other than to me, especially now that they’re dating two women who are also best friends.
Emily kept promising I wouldn’t feel like a fifth wheel tonight, but sitting by myself on the armchair while they go on about yet another inside joke I probably wouldn’t understand even if I did get an explanation, it’s hard to see where my wheel is supposed to attach to this vehicle.
I sit through another few sips of wine and then decide to escape to the bathroom for a minute. Emily works as an interior designer during the off-season, so the whole A-frame looks like something straight out of a trendy magazine. She hasn’t gotten around to renovating the tiny bathroom yet, but even her temporary décor solutions look a million times better than any of the shitty student apartments I’ve lived in.
Her extensive skincare collection is displayed in a variety of glass containers on some dainty-looking clear shelves. Like any self-respecting little sister, I start going through them and sampling the ones that sound the most interesting.
I’m all for appreciating the wonders of nature, but skincare fanatics really do believe some highly unscientific stuff about the power of various animal secretions. One study done on twenty people does not mean caterpillar droppings are magic, or whatever it is they’re putting in these things.
That doesn’t stop me from trying as many as I can before I risk Emily coming over to check on me.
While I’m waiting for a couple serums to soak in so I can test their so-called ‘instant brightening’ effect, I hop up to sit with my legs dangling off the bathroom counter and pull out my phone. I have a few texts from some of my friends back in Victoria to catch up on.
I wince when I remember only a couple of them are still in Victoria at all. This autumn will be the first year we don’t all go back to the same school.
I’m not just starting a new degree in September; I’m starting a whole new chapter of my life.
Bianca, one of my closest friends and constant housing buddy since we got assigned to the same dorm room back in first year, texted me yesterday asking for updates on the Neavh situation, and I’ve been putting off getting back to her. I sigh and decide there’s no time like the present before glancing at the closed bathroom door.
My sisters and their girlfriends are still chatting away with no sign of wondering where I am, so I lift the phone up to my face to send a voice note.
“Hey, Beebee,” I say into the microphone. “Sorry I took so long to get back to you. Things are really getting busy at the campground, so I’ve been out supervising all the newbies pretty much non-stop. As you can probably guess, that means I don’t have any Neavh news for you.”
Bianca’s been asking about Neavh so much I should come up with a theme song to introduce the Neavh News section of our chats.
“I haven’t seen her since we went to the bar together,” I continue. “I keep telling myself that’s for the best, but… I mean, it is for the best. It’s just… Shit, I think this wine is kicking in.”
I force myself to chuckle. My head is spinning, but it’s not from the merlot. I feel dizzy every time I think about the way Neavh looked at me when I held her hand at the bar. Touching her felt like a current of memories passing between us, like our skin remembered all the moments we’d forgotten about, all the times we’d touched without even thinking about it because we assumed we’d have so much more time.
She’d always grab my hand when we were out in the woods together, when the snap of a tree branch or the scuffling of an animal in the undergrowth would startle her city girl nerves. She was fearless about sneaking into parties we weren’t invited to or conning our way into some beer we were too young to buy, but in the forest, she clung to me. She needed me. This girl who was so brave and bright and bold needed me to hold her steady while I showed her my world.
Before her, I was just the littlest sister, just the one who needed to work twice as hard to prove I could do things on my own, but with Neavh, I never had to prove anything. She saw me for who I was right from the start.
I go silent for so long the voice note cuts off.
“Sorry,” I say after starting a new one. “My sisters are doing this wine night thing. I’m hiding in the bathroom like a loser. Ugh, I don’t know why I can’t stop acting so weird this summer. I sound like an angsty teenager. Anyway, I miss you.”
My voice catches, and I squeeze the phone extra tight as I sign off.
“I really miss you, Beebee. I wish you were here.”
I hop down off the counter just as someone starts knocking on the door.
“Clover?” Emily calls through the wood. “Are you okay?”
I crack the door open and find her standing just inches away with a concerned look on her face.
“Oh, um, yeah,” I say as she takes a step back. “I just got caught up answering some texts from Bianca. I’m pretty tired from work today, to be honest. I think I might head back to the house.”
She crosses her arms over her chest and tilts her head in a way that makes my breath catch.
Sometimes she looks so much like our mom it knocks the wind out of me. Emily is the only one in the family who has blonde hair like her. She has mom’s eyes too, with the exact same look in them when she gets worried about me.
“You sure?” Emily asks, her voice breaking the illusion.
I’m back to reality, where I’ll never see my mom looking worried about me ever again. I’ll never hear the words she could always find to make me feel better when Emily and Trish were too caught up in their own games to let me tag along and play.
“Yeah,” I say, nodding and stepping past Emily so I don’t have to look at her anymore.
The rest of the group protests and tells me I should stick around for more wine, but I stay strong and have myself buried under an old crocheted afghan in the living room a few minutes later.
Dad is already asleep upstairs, but Newt comes trotting down to join me. He and Jinx have forged a truce over the past few days, and she seems content to let him lie on the floor beside the couch while she curls up on my stomach.
I’ve been swiping through my phone for a few minutes, using the brain melting powers of the internet to distract me from my thoughts, when a text from Bianca asking me if I want to call tonight pops up.
I press the call button before I can think any harder about it, and she picks up after a couple rings.
“Well, that was fast,” she says in greeting. “You didn’t even give me time to go poop first.”
Only Bianca.
“Ew,” I say, already laughing as my mood lightens at just the sound of her voice. “TMI, girl.”
She laughs too. “I’m kidding. You did catch me in the middle of dinner, but I can talk and eat.”
“Dinner?” I pull my phone away from my ear to check the time. “Why are you eating dinner at nine?”
“We went farther than planned on the dive today. Oh my god, though, it was so worth it. Let me tell you about this one set of specimens.”
She proceeds to fill me in on all the latest details of her summer research project on kelp conservation, which will also be the focus of her Master’s. Bianca knows more about kelp than almost anyone else in the entirety of western Canada.
The thing about being an environmental science major is that you end up with a lot of friends who have some extremely specific fields of expertise.
After we’ve debriefed on the kelp, Bianca asks me if I’d prefer to talk about my life or be distracted from it.
“I don’t even know,” I say after considering for a moment. “I just can’t stop feeling weird. It’s like…it’s like I don’t fit here like I used to, which is crazy because it’s not like anything has changed, and I don’t know where else I’d even want to be. I love Three Rivers. It’s my home. I’ve always been excited to come back for the summer.”
I can hear the sound of Bianca chewing on the other end of the line. She takes a sip of something before she speaks.
“Do you think it has to do with graduating? That would make sense. I mean, I haven’t even left Victoria, and I still feel weird about being done. So many people we know are just gone now. I’d probably be having a full-on identity crisis if I didn’t know you were coming back in the fall.”
A pang of something that feels a lot like guilt twists in my stomach. I squirm on the couch, which earns me a dirty look from Jinx.
The guilt is mixed with confusion. There’s nothing for me to feel guilty about. I am going back to Victoria. I’m staying on the island. That’s always been the plan.
Neavh’s face swims into view in my thoughts to remind me that once upon a time, I did have a different plan, but I push that thought away like I’m swatting cobwebs out of my mind.
“I have been feeling weird about graduating,” I admit. “It’s kind of like…like everyone told us we were entering the real world after high school, but now we’re hitting this whole new level of real that no one prepared us for. It’s messing with my head. I’ve known exactly what I want to do with my life for years, but I just…I don’t know. I feel weird.”
Bianca is quiet for a moment before she says, “And I take it Neavh being around isn’t helping with all the weirdness?”
I groan and roll onto my side. Jinx leaps off me and over a now snoring Newt before sashaying off to the kitchen.
“It’s the last thing I need. I get she has nowhere else to go, but it’s messing with my head. I just want it all to stay in the past. I was fine with it being in the past for years, but now that she’s here, I can’t stop thinking about what could have…”
I trail off when I realize what I’m about to say.
“What could have…been?” Bianca prompts.
I huff into the phone.
“It sounds so cheesy out loud. It’s not even about her. It’s just…I never even took a summer off to travel. I never did a semester abroad. After my mom passed away, it wasn’t even something I considered. My family needs me, and I have everything I need here. I’ve always felt that way. It’s just…”
I fidget with the hem of the blanket while I press my lips together to hold back from saying more.
“You’re wondering if there’s more out there for you,” Bianca says, the words cautious, like she’s testing them out.
“No,” I say, louder than I meant to. “No, it’s not that. I’ve always planned on staying close to home, and I know I want to spend my life making the biggest difference I can for the planet. I want to stay in school. I want to stay on the island. I just…want to stop feeling weird about it.”
Bianca lets out a soft chuckle. “Yeah, I get that.”
“Plus, it doesn’t help that so much has happened here without me the past year,” I add. “Emily is in love. Trish is in love, and she’s come out. The campground is doing better than it has in years, and my dad…”
Another stab of guilt hits my stomach, this one much sharper than before.
I shouldn’t be anything other than thrilled to see how far Dad has come in recovering. For almost two years after Mom died, he’d go days at a time without talking to anyone. He’d disappear on his boat with Newt and stay out from dawn to dusk, just staring at the water.
When things were at their worst, Trish would call me. Emily would be too committed to playing the independent eldest daughter role and handling everything herself, but Trish would call me and ask if I could come home for a couple days.
He’d always get better when I came home.
We wouldn’t talk about it. He and I never need to say much to each other. There’s always been a stillness between us, deep as the roots of an ancient fir tree. I’d go out in the boat with him, and after a couple hours of watching the waves, he’d put his hand on my shoulder and call me his little goose girl. Then we’d go back home, and he’d stop shutting himself up in his room or out on the boat, at least until the next time Trish called.
I slide my arm out from under the blanket and wedge my phone between my chin and my shoulder so I can run my finger along the edge of the bracelet I almost always wear. The band is made of leather so worn I’m sure I’ll need to replace it any day now, but the charm in the middle is still bright silver: a Canada goose with its wings stretched out to fly home.
“He’s doing much better,” I say, tucking my arm back under the blanket. “It feels like they’ve got it all figured out, and I’m just…here.”
Bianca lets out a sympathetic sigh. “I wish I could hug you, bestie.”
“Me too,” I say. “You think you could convince one of your research boats to drive you up here?”
She chuckles. “I’m sure the team would love to chauffeur me around. I’ll put the request in now.”
I laugh too. “Thanks. I’ll keep an eye on the ocean.”
“Seriously, though,” she adds, “if you want to come down for a few days, you can totally crash with me. My schedule is a little too packed to leave Victoria any time soon, but my door is always open for you.”
My chest warms at the offer, but my own full time schedule as an assistant manager means I have to turn her down.
“Maybe it would help if you had, I don’t know, a project, or something?” she suggests. “Your whole life revolves around the campground all summer, and now you can’t even relax when you do leave Three Rivers because you’ve got to worry about running into Neavh. Maybe you need something in your life to take your mind off all that.”
A spark of interest makes me sit up straight on the couch.
“That actually sounds like a really good idea.”
“Oh, good!” Bianca says. “I’m just talking out of my ass here, but I’m glad it resonated.”
“You’re pretty good at that,” I say with a laugh. “What project do you suggest?”
She hums and takes a couple more sips of her drink before answering. “Maybe you could build something.”
I scoff. “Build something?”
“Yeah! You could make, like, a tree house for the campground or something. Isn’t working with your hands like that supposed to be good for your mental health? It’s meditative and shit.”
I clap my hand over my mouth to keep from laughing hard enough to wake my dad up.
“You think it would be meditative for me to make a tree house? I’m a scientist, Bianca, not an engineer. You really think it would be a good de-stressing experience for me to build something children are supposed to be able to play on without dying?”
She huffs at me and takes a few more bites of food.
“Okay, fine, not a tree house,” she drawls once she’s finished. “Maybe you could make, like, a yurt instead.”
I full-on guffaw at that.
“A yurt? Where are you coming up with these things?”
“Yurts are cool!” she protests. “Remember when those guys built a yurt on campus as part of a project for some class? It was so awesome inside! Plus, they literally just ordered a yurt making kit online and got it delivered. You could totally build a yurt.”
I cover my mouth with my hand again. Newt looks up at the sputtering sounds I’m making, and his confused expression just makes me laugh even harder.
Calling Bianca tonight was definitely the right choice. I haven’t laughed this hard since I graduated.
“Why would I build a yurt?” I choke out. “Why the hell would I do that, Bianca?”
“Because they are cool,” she says, in the tone you’d use to explain basic math to a kindergartner. “Plus, you could rent it out when it’s done. You could have a whole side hustle going. Tourists love yurts. They would literally kill to stay in one of those things in the middle of a fir tree forest. This could keep you busy all summer long!”
I snort. “Right. Yeah. Okay. I’ll get right on becoming the yurt mogul of River’s Bend.”
“That’s my girl!” she shouts.
“You’re crazy,” I tell her.
“You love me,” she shoots back.
I assure her I do, and after a few more jokes about this insane yurt building scheme, we decide to call it a night so she can do her dishes and I can get ready for sleep.
Once I’m curled up in bed, I stare at the familiar shapes of the knots and whorls in the log walls of my room as they glint in the moonlight spilling around the edge of the curtains.
I know each shape by heart. I’ve memorized the way the lines and waves arrange themselves into the heads and bodies of wild animals. I know all their names. I recognize every one of them.
I wonder if they still recognize me.



  


Chapter 9  


Neavh


“You look nervous.”
I shriek and jump about a foot in the air when a voice speaks from directly over my shoulder.
I whip my head around from where I’ve been staring out the bar’s window and find a woman taking a step back while she chuckles at me.
“Sorry, kid,” she says. “Couldn’t resist.”
I vaguely recognize her, but then again, I vaguely recognize a lot of people in River’s Bend. The town’s permanent population is less than a hundred, and there are plenty of seasonal workers who come back year after year.
“Lonnie, are you freaking my cousin out?”
David looks over from where he’s been doing paperwork on one of the tables for the past couple hours. I’m working yet another mid-afternoon shift, and besides a group of old local dudes I served hot dogs to an hour ago, I haven’t had any customers.
One of the basic boy alternative rock playlists I’m always giving David shit for is playing on the sound system. Every now and then, I can hear Connor singing along from where he’s doing kitchen prep work in the back. I set down the roll of paper towels and bottle of Windex I’m holding. I was just about to start the grueling task of cleaning smudges and globs of who-knows-what off the windows.
“She did look nervous,” the woman answers David before turning back to me. “You waiting for someone?”
I may or may not have been staring through the window so intently my nose was adding a smudge of its own to the glass. There was a brunette walking up the road who looked like Clover from the back, but a few seconds of creepy staring confirmed it wasn’t her.
“Um, no,” I answer.
The woman shrugs and then grins at me. “I’m Lonnie, by the way. I remember you.”
Her name rings a bell. She looks like she’s a few years older than David, somewhere in her mid-thirties. She’s got jet black hair, dark eyes, and a smile that can only be described as mischievous. Her long earrings made of turquoise beads swish as she walks over to the bar.
“What’s a girl got to do to get a drink around here?” she asks.
I’m about to run behind the bar to take her order when David gets up from his chair.
“I’ve got it,” he says. “That paperwork is killing me. I could use a break.”
It only takes three seconds for me to realize his eagerness has nothing to do with escaping the paperwork.
Lonnie rests her elbows on the bar as she chats with him, and he puts way more flourish than he needs to into pouring her beer and flipping a coaster down in front of her.
I pretend to be working on the windows, but I angle myself so I can sneak glances at them while I attack some ketchup splatters with Windex. David failed to mention having anyone else in the picture when he told me he was no longer involved in an epic romantic saga with Trish Rivers.
I draw out the window cleaning process long enough to eavesdrop on their conversation. David invites her over to his table so they can chat while he ‘works,’ but he doesn’t glance at his papers once the whole time she’s finishing her drink. She’s in here early enough to have me convinced the meet-up is no accident.
By the time she leaves—after David has literally walked her to the door—my smirk is so wide I don’t even bother trying to hide it.
“Did you have a nice chat with Lonnie?” I drawl.
David rolls his eyes. “Shut up. She’s just a friend.”
I cross my arms. “Oh, don’t even try that one. You are into that girl, mon cousin.”
He gives my shoulder a flick as he passes me on the way back to his table.
“She’s ten years older than me,” he says as he sits down. “Pretty sure she thinks I’m as much of a kid as you are.”
I hold up a finger. “Okay, one: I am not a kid. I’m twenty-two. Two: she is clearly into you.”
He glowers at me. “She’s a friend.”
I walk over and start cleaning the table next to his even though the top is already spotless.
“Any reason you haven’t mentioned your friend before now?”
He taps his pen against the edge of his laptop. “I wasn’t aware I needed to keep you up to date on my social life.”
I shrug. “I’m just making conversation, cousin. Tell me about her. She looked familiar.”
He sighs but stretches his arms above his head and leans back in his chair instead of turning his laptop’s screen back on. I try not to grin too hard at him basically admitting defeat already.
“I’m sure you met her a few times that summer. Everyone knows Lonnie. She manages the Indigenous Arts Center.”
I pause my feigned cleaning attempt and rest the Windex on my hip.
“Oh right! I do remember her.”
One of the few businesses in River’s Bend besides the bar is an Indigenous-owned art gallery that features native artists from all over the country. Clover and I spent a couple rainy afternoons looking at the exhibits there.
“So when did you two start getting all flirty?”
David groans. “We are not flirty, Neavh.”
I wave a piece of paper towel around like a white flag of surrender.
“Ben là.
If that’s the story you want to stick with…”
“Don’t you have something else to go clean?” he demands.
I lean against the table and glance around the room. “Actually, no. Over the past week, I think I’ve cleaned literally everything in this bar that can get dirty.”
He lets out a heavy sigh, and I know what’s coming.
“I’ll go punch out,” I say, doing my best to hide the disappointment in my voice.
“I’m sorry, Neavh,” he says. “I’d keep you on the clock if I could afford it, and you know I wish I could give you better shifts. The summer rush will hit by the end of the month, and then even the daytime shifts will be packed. I promise.”
“It’s okay,” I say, plastering on a smile. “Really. I totally get it. I was the last person to get hired, and nepotism would not go down well with the staff.”
I head for the back room and feed my time card into the machine. The bar is still analogue enough that we use actual physical cards. I glance over the shifts already marked on my card and wince. I haven’t even made enough to catch a ferry, never mind a flight to whatever country I’m going to backpack next.
David might be right about the crowds picking up in a couple weeks, but I’m still going to be working the shittiest shifts. I’ll need some miraculously generous tippers if I want to set myself up for a few months of travel.
I’m so caught up in mental calculations I forget to mask my distress when I walk back into the front room. David apologizes again when he sees the look on my face, and I do my best to act like it’s no big deal. He’s already doing so much for me, and the last thing I want is him feeling guilty.
“Seriously, it’s fine. I totally get it,” I say.
“I don’t mind if you pick up a second job,” he says. “If you find something good, we can schedule your work at the bar around it.”
I nod and thank him, but we both know it’s a futile offer. Any business in any of the towns around here will be facing the exact same situation: waiting for the tourists to show up. Everyone will have done their seasonal hiring already, just like David has.
“There are always locals who’ve got random odd jobs that need doing,” he says. “Take a look at the message board if you want. Maybe you could find a few things to tide you over.”
He gestures over at the ancient bulletin board near the front door. The cork is warped, and most of the pushpins are rusty, but there’s always a never-ending parade of town announcements being tacked up on the wall. They range from professionally printed flyers for travelling productions coming to the River’s Bend open air theatre this summer to handwritten notes on stained napkins asking if anyone has found a set of keys in the parking lot.
There are a few advertisements seeking professional services like tree removal or driveway paving. I scan through the pages, lifting the corners of some of the ones that overlap, but I don’t find anything I’m qualified for.
“I’m pretty sure you need at least a chainsaw to be useful to any of the locals of River’s Bend,” I say.
“You could learn to use a chainsaw.”
“Ha ha,” I drawl.
David gets up from his chair and comes over to join me.
“I’m serious,” he says as he looks through the announcements himself. “A lot of this stuff is easy enough to learn. I mean, I moved from downtown Vancouver, and I’ve survived out here, right? Like here, look at this.”
He removes a pushpin and hands me a sheet of lined paper someone has written on in blue pen.
“Fence repair? Voyons. You think I can repair a fence?”
He rustles the page. “It says assistance with fence repair. You’d just be helping. Jake Bentley put this up. He comes in to play darts all the time. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind teaching you if you’re willing to learn.”
I blink at him a few times before snatching the paper out of his hand and pinning it back on the board.
“I just don’t know if I want to have one of the old darts dudes mansplain fence repair to me all summer long,” I say, “but I’ll keep him in mind if necessary.”
David isn’t deterred by my lack of enthusiasm. He keeps rifling through the advertisements for a few seconds before he unpins another one.
“This must be new,” he says as he holds it out to me. “I haven’t seen it before. It’s just a one-off job, but I bet you could do it.”
The ad description has been printed out in plain black letters with a phone number underneath.
“Someone needs help picking up a…yurt kit? What the hell is a yurt kit?”
David shrugs. “A kit that a yurt comes in? Someone must be building a yurt.”
“What am I going to do?” I ask him. “Roll up in my Spongebob golf cart and load up their yurt?”
He gives in and laughs at that.
“Did you even read it?” he asks. “They just need help picking it up and unloading it. You don’t need your own vehicle. It even says you don’t need previous experience.”
I raise my eyebrows. “Do people around here typically have previous yurt kit transportation experience?”
He holds up his hands in surrender. “Look, Neavh, I’m just trying to score you some extra dollars. You don’t have to take my advice.”
I let my sarcasm drop. “I know. Thank you. It’s just that I think all these people are looking for some burly dude. Not saying I couldn’t carry a bunch of heavy stuff around all day, but you seriously think someone transporting a yurt is going to want to hire me?”
He turns and pins the page back up.
“If they’re at the point of advertising in the bar, that means they’ve already asked half the town and haven’t found anyone. I think these people would take whatever help they can get.”
I still don’t believe I’m yurt mover material, but he does have a point. Plus, the state of my bank account isn’t giving me room to be picky.
“Okay,” I say as I pull my phone out. “I’ll text the yurt guy and see what he says.”



  


Chapter 10  


Clover


“Ican’t believe you’re building a yurt.”
Trish cackles as she sets a plate down in front of me at Riverview. I only came in to grab something to take on the road for lunch, but she insisted on feeding me a ‘proper’ breakfast before I go.
I’m driving over to Port Alberni today, which is about an hour away and the closest place to Three Rivers I could get a yurt kit delivered.
“Why is that so funny to everyone?” I demand as I pick up a piece of homemade sourdough spread with homemade marmalade.
I take my first bite and stifle a groan. It’s hard to stay annoyed at Trish when everything she cooks tastes like heaven.
“Oh, come on,” she says, resting her hands on her hips. Her apron today is bright pink and blinged out with rhinestones. “It’s fucking hilarious.”
I glare at her for a moment before the laugh I’m trying to suppress bursts out as a snort.
“See!” Trish crows. “Even you think it’s funny. I still don’t understand how the hell you came up with the idea of building a yurt.”
“Because it’s going to be awesome!” I say. “The guests are going to love it, and I’m going to make a bunch of money renting it out.”
Trish scoffs. “If you actually manage to build it. When is the last time you held a hammer? I can’t believe Dad actually signed off on this.”
At first, I laughed Bianca’s yurt idea off like the ridiculous suggestion it was, but a few days later, I ended up lying awake in bed until almost two in the morning after spotting Neavh pulling out of the bar’s parking lot in the hideous golf cart I still have no idea why she’s driving.
I went down a rabbit hole of internet browsing to try to lull myself to sleep and ended up Googling ‘yurt kits’ only to discover there’s a family-run company on mainland BC that specializes in do-it-yourself yurt supplies.
Things escalated from there, and after a lot of encouragement from Bianca, I ended up drafting a business plan to present to my dad like something out of an episode of Shark Tank: a loan of three grand for the kit in exchange for a negotiable percentage of future yurt rental profits as well as my services in marketing and managing said yurt rentals for the rest of the summer.
“Dad knows a good deal when he sees it,” I say.
Trish scoffs. “Dad just can’t say no to you. That’s why he bought you a yurt.”
“It’s a loan,” I argue. “This is my project. He’s just an investor. I’m not even letting him help me with the delivery.”
Trish holds up her hands. “Okay, okay. I get it. This is your thing.”
“That’s right.” I take a bite of my toast for emphasis and wish it wasn’t so damn delicious I’m tempted to ask for seconds.
“I do understand that part,” Trish says.
I tilt my head. “What part?”
“Wanting to have your own thing here.” She spreads her arms to indicate the room we’re standing in. “That’s why I took this place over. Sometimes it feels good to be more than just one of the Rivers girls, you know?”
A warm feeling seeps into my chest, and it takes me a moment to recognize it as gratitude.
She sees me.
She doesn’t think it’s stupid or weird that I feel the need to do this one thing for myself while everything around me seems to be spinning out of control.
“Yeah,” I say with a nod. “Sometimes it does.”
I take another bite of my toast and then find myself admitting something I haven’t told anyone else.
“I hired someone to help me with the delivery.”
Trish raises an eyebrow and waits for me to go on.
“I just knew Dad would insist on doing it himself if he found out I needed help, and I didn’t want to ask anyone else at the campground either. It’s like you said. I want it to be my thing. So yeah, um, I put an ad up in the bar since the yurt company advised it would be at least a two-person job.”
Trish narrows her eyes. “So who did you hire?”
“Um…I don’t actually know?”
I wince as the words leave my mouth. This whole yurt situation has felt like more of an abstract concept than an actual plan right up until this moment, but now that the delivery day has finally arrived, driving all the way to Port Alberni with someone whose identity I haven’t even confirmed is feeling more and more like the start of a horror movie.
“Someone replied to my ad and said they work at the bar and could help me out. I gave them the date of the delivery, and they said it worked for them, but that was almost a week ago. I was going to follow up and get their information, but I’ve been so busy at the campground, and…it’s probably fine, right? If they work at the bar, that means Scooter can vouch for them. Odds are I already know them anyway. That’s why I didn’t even think to ask.”
Trish tuts and shakes her head. “Emily would be grilling you for this lack of organization. Isn’t your giant science nerd brain supposed to be super detail-oriented?”
My giant science nerd brain seems to be on summer vacation. My head has felt fuzzy for weeks.
“Maybe I’m in my spontaneous era.”
Trish barks a laugh. “You’ve had your whole life figured out since you were seven years old, Clover Rivers.”
I hunt for an argument, but deep down, I know she’s right.
I was seven when I watched a movie about a girl who rescues some abandoned Canada goose eggs and teaches them to fly their migratory route with the help of her dad’s tiny airplane. I announced I wanted to grow up to be an ‘animal scientist’ the next day.
I start fidgeting with the silver goose charm on my wrist while Trish sighs and takes a seat at my table.
“Just send me a picture of whoever it is that’s helping you,” she says, “and text me when you leave and when you get to Port Alberni.”
I nod. “Okay. Sounds good.”
She pats me on the shoulder. “Good. Now eat your toast.”

I pull into the bar’s parking lot twenty minutes later and cut the rumbling engine of my dad’s truck.
My breath lodges in my throat when I spot the only other vehicle in the lot this early: a bright yellow golf cart.
A shard of icy dread shoots up my spine, and my hands shake as I pull my phone out.
There’s no way.
I’m five minutes early, which means whoever replied to my ad must not be here yet. Neavh is probably just doing prep work at the bar. She might not even be at the bar at all. For all I know, the golf cart is the bar’s new company vehicle and Scooter is making all his employees drive it around town in some absurd advertising scheme.
There’s no way Neavh is the person who replied to an ad about moving a yurt.
I focus on taking deep breaths and counting slowly in my head while I wait for an answer after letting my helper know I’m here. I get all the way to forty before my phone lights up with a reply: Be right out.
“Out could mean anything,” I mutter.
They could be coming out of their house just down the road. They could be coming out of their car they decided to park along the highway instead of in the lot. They could be coming out of the woods nearby after a jaunty morning hike.
They’re not necessarily coming out of the bar.
A door slams.
I jump in my seat.
Like I’m lifting my eyes to the gallows, I drag my gaze over to the front of the bar.
Neavh Beaudoin is coming down the stairs.
My stomach does a back flip. Sweat breaks out on the back of my neck.
She’s wearing the same tiny jean shorts from that day she drove into the parking lot at Riverview. She’s got an oversized flannel on over a plain black t-shirt, and she’s pulled the front section of her bob into the world’s cutest, tiniest ponytail to keep it out of her face.
Not cute, I reprimand myself. Stupid. It looks stupid. It’s definitely not cute.
She glances around the parking lot and spots the truck, but I can tell she doesn’t spot me until she’s taken a few steps closer.
Then she freezes, one heel still lifted in the air like a deer that’s caught the scent of danger in a field.
Or maybe I’m the deer.
One of us needs to be the hunter, and I’m seconds away from revving the engine and peeling off down the highway just to avoid saying hello.
Neavh keeps standing there, swaying a little on the gravel, and I wonder if there’s any chance we could both back away slowly instead and pretend none of this ever happened.
As I keep watching her through the sap-splattered windshield, she pulls her phone out of her pocket and lowers her eyes to the screen. Her fingers type for a few seconds before my phone lights up with a text alert.
She looks back up at me. The corner of her mouth twitches into a smirk.
I gulp.
I literally gulp.
My cheeks flare with embarrassment as I scramble to open the text message. I comfort myself with the reminder that there’s no way any woman who’s even remotely removed from straightness could avoid having a reaction to the sight of Neavh Beaudoin smirking.
She looks like a fox at the henhouse door.
She laughed for a solid two minutes when I once told her that, but I stand by my description. When Neavh Beaudoin smirks at you, there’s no question she’s the hunter and you’re the prey.
I swipe to open our text conversation and read her message.
So you’re the yurt guy, huh?
I read the words twice before I look up at her, and when our eyes lock, the tension between us strains so tight it snaps.
I laugh.
I burst out laughing alone in the truck as the absurdity of this whole situation finally hits me. I ordered a freaking yurt off the internet just to avoid thinking about the very person who’s shown up to help me collect said yurt. This is possibly the most ironic retail therapy fail to occur in all of history.
Neavh is watching me with a nervous smile on her face, like she’s not sure if she should join in or brace for me to jump out of the truck swinging an axe in my hands.
Her expression just fuels my laughter even more. I clamp a hand over my mouth, and as soon as the wheezes subside into giggles, I realize I’m filled with even more dread than before.
I’m only laughing so I don’t panic.
I have to at least get out and talk to Neavh, and I have to do it knowing she can still stun me with something as simple as a smirk.
She was always beautiful—in that feral, wily kind of way, just like a fox. She could slink up on you and have you by the throat before you even noticed. She could reel people in with her stillness, with the way she’d disappear around corners and lurk at the edges of shadows, but when she gave up the game and let you see her lose control, that’s when she was truly breathtaking.
That’s when she was wild.
That’s when she made me fall in love.
She crosses her arms over her chest and tilts her head, inviting me to make my move. I take a deep breath before I fling the truck door open. Gravel crunches under my feet as I slide down out of the cab and walk over to lean against the truck’s hood. I prop my hip next to the headlight and cross my arms, mimicking Neavh’s pose.
I don’t think I’d be able to stand up without something to lean on, but I tell myself I look cool.
“Yup,” I say, my attempt to keep my voice even making it come out way deeper than normal, “I’m the yurt guy.”
Neavh presses her lips together, and I can tell she’s fighting to take me seriously. I can’t blame her; I sound like someone doing a terrible Batman impersonation.
“I had no idea it was you who put the ad up,” she says.
Any lightness in the air fades. Tension crackles between us again.
“And I get it if you just want to drive away now,” she adds.
Her tone is flat enough that I know I must be lying to myself when I catch a hint of disappointment in her words.
“I’m not exactly a prime candidate for lugging yurts around anyway,” she says. “So yeah, if you want to wait for some buff lumberjack or something, I understand.”
She stuffs her hands into the pockets of her flannel and kicks a bit of gravel up with the tip of her boot.
She pulls off boots with shorts way too well.
She pulls off everything way too well.
She’s giving me an easy out here. I could lie and say it’s not even about us. I could tell her I do need a buff lumberjack who can carry an entire stack of two-by-fours all on his own, but the truth is I’ve had that ad up for weeks, and she’s the only person who replied.
I need to get the delivery today. There’s no option to reschedule. If I stand here any longer, I’ll be running late, and I won’t have time to drive back to Three Rivers and ask my dad or any of the few staffers who’ve got the day off to help me instead of Neavh.
Plus, I’d be admitting defeat if I had to go back home and announce I couldn’t manage this on my own. Somewhere along the line, this yurt became my thing. As ridiculous as it is, it’s the one thing I’ve got going that doesn’t feel tied to the knot that’s grown to encompass the campground, my family, my academic career, and the entirety of my future itself.
“I’m not a prime candidate for lugging yurts around either,” I say, “but honestly, I don’t have any other options. I’ve got to be in Port Alberni in less than an hour, or I lose the entire shipping fee. Maybe we could make this work.”
She stares at me with a look I can’t read. After a few seconds, her cheeks go red with the effort of holding back whatever it is she wants to say.
“What?” I blurt when I can’t take waiting any longer.
“I mean…” she says, her voice strained, “it couldn’t yurt to try.”
I try not to laugh.
I really do, but I only last a split-second before I give in and start giggling like a little kid.
“Come on,” Neavh says. “You have to admit that was a good one.”
I shake my head, but my laughter betrays me.
“It was terrible,” I wheeze.
“Yeah,” she urges. “Terribly good.”
I throw my hands up and turn to head for the truck.
“Fine. It was pretty good. Now, are you coming to Port Alberni, or what?”



  


Chapter 11  


Neavh


“So am I allowed to ask the question?”
Clover glances at me and then back at the road. We’re about ten minutes outside River’s Bend, and neither of us has spoken until now.
“What question?”
“Why a yurt?”
She steals another glance at me and asks, “Why a Spongebob Squarepants golf cart?”
I chuckle. “Touché.”
I join her in staring out the windshield. The highway is lined with soaring fir trees, and the last traces of morning mist are still lurking deep in the woods. The side of the road is dotted with bright green ferns.
“Okay,” I say when she doesn’t show signs of saying anything else. “I’ll go first if you promise to go second.”
She hums for a second like she’s pondering the offer.
“How about you go first, and then we’ll see?”
I let out a surprised laugh and look back over at her. “Damn, Clover. When did you get so sly?”
She shrugs and keeps her face blank, but I can see the slight twitch of her mouth as she fights back a smile.
“I’ve always been sly.”
I should stop staring at her, but my eyes keep tracing the familiar shape of her face as she steers us up the road. We’re only a few days into June, and she’s already got a tan from working out in the campground every day. The sun-kissed tint of her skin brings out the gold flecks in her eyes.
My gaze travels down to her shoulders. She’s wearing a thin windbreaker that has slipped down enough for me to see a strip of bare skin between the sleeve and the strap of her tank top.
I wonder if she’s got any tan lines yet. My face heats up at the thought, and I force myself to look away.
“So, yeah, the golf cart.” My voice comes out hoarse. I pause to clear my throat as my cheeks flame even hotter. “David got it for me since he needs the truck available for the bar most days, and I needed a way to get into town.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Clover rest one hand in her lap and begin to steer the truck with just one arm.
My throat goes dry all over again.
I never knew I had a thing for girls driving pickup trucks until I met Clover Rivers.
“That doesn’t explain why it looks like Spongebob.”
I huff a laugh. I was hoping she wouldn’t remember the details of my bizarre vehicle, but it’s an impossible sight to forget.
“I don’t think anything explains why it looks like Spongebob. David got it off some old dude who painted it like that for his grandkids, but it’s giving horror film way more than beloved children’s cartoon.”
Clover laughs. “Yeah, I thought I was hallucinating when you drove up to Riverview in that thing.”
The mood shifts at the mention of that morning. Clover puts both hands back on the wheel, her grip tightening. I look down at my lap and bunch my hands up in the sleeves of my flannel.
“That was an accident, by the way,” I tell her, my voice low. “I didn’t mean to drive to Riverview. I was just taking it for a test drive and got a bit carried away, and then I needed to pull in somewhere to turn around, and you just happened to be…”
I trail off when I realize I still have no explanation for why she was standing there covered in mud.
“Wallowing in a puddle?” she suggests.
“Is that what you were doing?”
“I was walking out to talk to Trish,” she explains, “and I slipped and fell.”
I nod. “Oh. I see.”
A couple minutes pass in silence. I don’t know if it’s better to talk or not. I don’t know if I should be here in this car at all. I was so convinced she’d tell me to get lost back at the bar that I didn’t process what was happening until I was buckling my seatbelt and it was too late to think twice about going with her.
She made it clear what she wants this summer, and it doesn’t involve us having casual chats or riding around in trucks together, but here we are.
“So, did you give yourself motion sickness or something?” she asks, pulling me out of my thoughts. “I didn’t think golf carts went fast enough for that.”
I blink at her. “Huh?”
“You threw up. Remember?”
I turn to stare out the passenger side window as my face heats up again, this time with shame. If I could pick any detail to wipe from her memory of that morning, it would be the fact that I puked—not just because it was disgusting, but because of why it happened.
I haven’t had that kind of episode in years, and the last place I want to think about the sound of screams and crunching metal is here in a car speeding up a twisty highway.
“Oh, yeah,” I say, still turned away from her. “I think it was the jet lag and, uh, not eating breakfast or something.”
She’s quiet for a moment before she says, “Ah. Makes sense.”
I squeeze my eyes shut and put all my focus into banishing the visions of cars flipping over and smashing each other to bits. I clench my fists so tight my nails dig into my palms even through the thick flannel.
I have to keep it together. There’s no way in hell I’m asking her to pull over, not when I’m already imposing on her life just by being in this truck.
I twist back around to face the windshield and muster up the most casual tone I can manage.
“So, about the yurt?”
She squints at the road like she’s figuring out her answer.
“The yurt is my…summer project. I’m going to build it and then rent it out.”
I’d be doing a spit take if I happened to be sipping water. I figured she must be picking the delivery up as an errand for the campground. The Clover I knew was way more likely to spend her free time catching up on National Geographic or studying bird calls than starting up a side hustle.
“How…ambitious?” I say.
“Everyone needs a hobby.”
“And you picked…yurt?”
My voice cracks on the last word, and she lets out a heavy exhale to keep from laughing.
“There were no animals that needed rescuing or species that needed studying in River’s Bend this summer?” I ask.
She shrugs again. “I wanted to try something different.”
Something about her tone gets my guard back up. She sounds frustrated, but not necessarily at me.
“Oh,” I say. “You’re still studying environmental science, right?”
Maybe I’ve got this all wrong. Maybe she’s changed way more than I thought.
She nods. “Yep.”
I still can’t tell if she’s pissed at me or not, but I’m worried if I just sit here saying nothing, I’ll risk annoying her even more.
“Have you, uh, finished your undergrad now?” I ask.
“Mhmm. I graduated in April.”
I can’t read her tone. I keep mine neutral as I answer, “Wow. Congratulations.”
“Thanks.”
“So you’re, um, going to do a Master’s now?”
She nods. “That’s the plan. I got accepted to the graduate program in Victoria.”
“Amazing!”
My voice sounds way too bright, like a cartoon character congratulating a toddler. I cough and glance out the window again.
“So do you do, like, a thesis for that?” I ask. “Do you still want to specialize in avian migration patterns? That is what it’s called, right? I—”
“We don’t have to do this.”
I stutter to a stop. She keeps driving in silence. When I work up the courage to look at her, I see she’s gripping the wheel so tight her knuckles have gone white.
“We don’t have to pretend we’re old friends catching up. We’re not.”
The ice in her voice feels like it’s piercing my skin.
“Right,” I murmur. “Sorry.”
Guilt twists in my stomach as the next few minutes tick by. The atmosphere in the car grows so suffocating my hands twitch with the urge to roll the windows down.
We pass by a few ramshackle houses with their roofs all covered in moss. They’ve faded out of sight in the rear-view mirror by the time Clover sighs.
“I’m sorry,” she says, her shoulders slumping. “It’s just…it’s weird to be talking after so long. I don’t really know how to do it.”
I nod. “Yeah, I feel the same.”
Our eyes meet. My heart thumps against my ribs.
She looks away.
“Look,” she says. “Let’s just, uh, not talk about…us.”
We both flinch at the word, at the way it hangs between us like a keg of kerosene waiting for a match to go off.
“I mean, like, our lives and what we’ve been doing and stuff,” she rushes to add. “Let’s just talk about other stuff. That will probably feel less weird.”
I bob my head, the word us still echoing in my mind.
“For sure. That’s a good idea.”
Another minute goes by.
“So…” she says.
“So…” I echo before blurting the first piece of relevant news that comes to mind. “I hear Trish has a girlfriend?”
Clover leaps on the change of subject with frantic enthusiasm.
“Yeah! Plot twist of the century, right? It’s been months, and people are still arguing about whether Trish broke Scooter’s heart or he broke hers.”
I laugh too. “Sounds about right for River’s Bend, but David told me they realized they would only ever work as friends?”
“Yeah, that’s the real story,” she answers. “They finally went on a couple dates, but I think they realized they just felt pressured into the whole thing by everyone saying they’d be perfect for each other for so long.”
Some of her newfound cheerfulness slips, and she grimaces.
“I feel pretty bad about that,” she says. “I mean, I’m Trish’s sister, and it didn’t even occur to me that she might be queer too. I guess I assumed that since Emily and I have been out for so long and everyone has always been supportive, Trish would have felt okay to come out too.”
I can hear the regret in her voice, and it tugs at my chest.
“It makes sense that you thought that,” I tell her. “I think sometimes people just have to go at their own pace. I only realized I’m a lesbian and not bi a couple years ago.”
She glances at me. “Oh?”
I can’t read her expression, and the neck of my t-shirt starts feeling too tight as I wonder if I said the wrong thing yet again.
“Oh. Yeah. Sorry.” I glance down at my lap. “I know we’re not supposed to be talking about ourselves.”
“Don’t be sorry.”
The warmth in her voice makes me look back up.
“I’m, uh, happy for you,” she says, a soft smile on her face. “I’m sure it feels good to embrace that about yourself. Congrats.”
I slump in my seat and realize just how tense I’d gotten waiting for her reaction. Plenty of people have had shit to say about whether or not I ‘deserve’ to call myself a lesbian after so many years of thinking there was a chance I was into men.
“Thanks,” I say.
She grins at me for a moment before a bend in the road forces hers to focus on the highway again.
“So who is this girl Trish fell for?” I ask, since the romantic drama of River’s Bend seems to be a safe subject for us.
“Ha,” Clover says, like I’m in for an earful. “So, she’s Emily’s girlfriend’s best friend.”
I replay that sentence a few times before I nod.
“Okay, I think I follow.”
Clover chuckles. “That’s everyone’s reaction. Kim, Emily’s girlfriend, came through town doing the whole van life thing last spring and ended up getting hired to do some odd jobs at Three Rivers because Emily literally fell in love with her at first sight. She tries to act like she was more responsible and level-headed about it, but she is such a sucker for Kim.”
We both laugh at the description. I remember Emily being something of a drill sergeant masquerading as an outdoorsy Barbie doll.
“I can’t picture Emily being a sucker for anyone, but I’ll take your word for it.”
“Kim moved out here permanently from Toronto. She lives over in Nanaimo for her job, but she stays at Emily’s place all the time,” Clover explains. “Her best friend, Kennedy, is this hotshot real estate agent in Toronto. She came to visit Kim, and one thing led to another, and now she’s with Trish. She’s looking into moving to Victoria, actually.”
“Wow. This sounds like quite the saga.”
“Oh, it has been.” Clover nods and goes back to driving with one hand.
I concentrate very hard on not staring at her.
She really shouldn’t be able to make something so simple look so sexy, and I really shouldn’t be noticing how sexy she is at all.

Two and a half hours later, we’re turning off the highway onto the dirt road that leads into Three Rivers. The bed of the truck is loaded with a mountain of bulky packages wrapped in white shrink wrap. My skin is covered in a layer of dried sweat streaked with dirt, and fresh sweat is breaking out on the back of my neck as we get closer to the campground.
I forgot about this part.
Judging by the way she’s gone silent, so has Clover. Any chatter between us fades as we each face the reality of me being back at Three Rivers for the first time in four years.
An eighties pop song playing on the radio fills the quiet of the truck’s cab. The rhythm is way too upbeat for such an ominous moment. I hold my breath as Clover slows the truck to a crawl. She waves to the staff member sitting in the tiny hut of a welcome office as we drive under the arm of the mechanical gate he’s just lifted up for us.
We’re so quiet I can hear a few twigs snap under the tires as Three Rivers itself finally comes into view. Soaring fir trees so high I can’t see the tops through the windshield dot the entire property. Pillars of smoke rise from a few mid-afternoon campfires. Tents in every shade of green, blue, and brown sit like strange mushrooms popping up from the underbrush. A maze of dirt roads wind around the wooden outbuildings housing shower facilities and storage sheds. Campground guests wander the grounds in hiking boots and flip-flops. Kids chase each other with sticks, kicking up sprays of small rocks as they race along the well-worn trails.
In the distance, I spot the familiar pointed shape of Emily’s A-frame, and I know just beyond it sits the main house.
For a moment, I forget how to breathe.
This is where it all happened.
This is where so much of our story took place.
I sneak a glance at Clover and flinch when I see the grim set of her jaw, her narrowed eyes glued to the road.
This is where our story happened, but that story is over. I’m the one who ripped out the last few chapters and slammed the cover shut.
Instead of driving us up to the house, Clover weaves through a series of twists and turns that takes us so deep into the grounds I know there’s no way I’d get back out on my own. We pull up to a small clearing housing a storage shed that’s seen better days. A patch of flat earth sits in front of the shed, a tangled nest of weeds and old fir needles covering the dirt.
“This is where I’m building the yurt,” Clover says after shutting the truck off.
Her voice sounds extra loud after so many minutes of silence. I wait for her to move first. She keeps staring out the windshield for a few seconds before she unclips her seatbelt and hops out of the truck.
She’s backed into the space to make things easier for us. I watch her pull the tailgate down and then hop up into the bed to start unhooking the straps holding the packages down. It’s the last thing I should be thinking, but I can’t help admiring how damn good she looks, all flyaway hair and golden, suntanned legs that stretch out for miles under her cargo shorts.
Clover Rivers might be the only person in the world who can make cargo shorts look hot.
Before she can catch me staring, I hop up after her, and we finish on the straps before she points out where she’d like us to start piling all the stuff. Then we get to work.
We’re dripping with sweat and coated in even more dirt after all the massive packs of wood and canvas have finally been removed from the truck. I prop one of my elbows on the tailgate and wipe some of the sweat from my forehead while I pant and survey the results of our labor. The huge, shrink-wrapped bundles are now arranged in a somewhat tidy pile beside the shed. Clover disappears into the truck’s cab for a moment before coming back with two metal water bottles.
“Here,” she says, offering one to me.
“Thank you,” I mumble, ripping my gaze away before I can start staring at the way she wraps her lips around the rim of her own bottle.
We spend a few seconds gulping down the water before she reaches into the pocket of her shorts and pulls out a fifty dollar bill.
“That’s for you,” she says, pinching the money between two fingers as she holds it out to me.
For a moment, I wonder why the hell she’s offering me money.
Then I remember the whole reason I’m here: the advertisement.
This is a job.
Still, I shake my head instead of taking the fifty.
“Clover, you don’t have to pay me.”
She narrows her eyes.
“I’m, uh, happy to help,” I add.
I thought refusing payment would make this interaction less awkward, but she keeps squinting at me with the bill held out between us, and I start to wish I could take the words back and just pocket the cash.
“I know you need the money,” she says. “You told me David can’t give you any good shifts. You answered my ad for a reason, so take it. You earned it.”
She shakes the money at me, but still, I don’t move.
Somehow, being paid to be here makes everything about today feel cheap.
Maybe it was to her. Maybe none of it mattered.
The thoughts slither out of some dark corner of my mind to remind me that this wouldn’t be the first time something meant more to me than it did to Clover.
“Come on, Neavh. Don’t make me stick this in your pocket.”
The slight growl in her voice pulls me back to the present. I don’t have time to react before she lunges for me.
I shriek, water spraying out of my bottle in an arc of shimmering droplets as she clutches the edge of my flannel.
“You’re not leaving here without this money,” she says, a glint in her eyes as she cackles and tries to stuff the bill into the front pocket of the shirt.
I shriek again and twist away at the last second, my heart pounding and an exhilarated laugh of my own bursting out of my mouth. We struggle with each other for a few more seconds, wriggling against the edge of the tailgate as we continue to laugh.
“Don’t be stubborn,” Clover taunts, her fingers just inches from my pocket.
“Don’t make me pour this on your head,” I shoot back, lifting my water bottle over her.
She grins. “You’re bluffing.”
She tugs me closer by the hem of my shirt and manages to get the edge of the fifty into my pocket just as I tip the bottle and let a few drops splash onto her hair.
She screams but doesn’t pull away. A splatter of water plops onto her nose just as she manages to tuck the bill all the way in.
“Yes!” she shouts, prancing away with a smug smile on her face.
I’m panting from the effort of fending her off—and from the way I can still feel the ghost of her hand clasping my shirt. My chest feels hot, like there are burning coals lodged between my ribs, and I know my face must be turning red.
“I win!” Clover crows, planting her hands on her hips and doing a swiveling victory dance that looks like she’s spinning an invisible hula hoop.
I can’t keep my eyes off the twisting of her body and the way her t-shirt rides up just enough for me to get a glimpse of the pale skin of her stomach.
She looks even better than she did back then. We were both leaving the tail end of teenage awkwardness behind that summer. I loved her gangly limbs and the way her legs seemed a bit too long for her to manage, but now she looks like she’s grown into her body, like she owns it.
Like she could own me.
I force my eyes to glance up at the trees as I push the insane thought aside.
I’ve got to get my shit together. Before today, she wasn’t even interested in being in the same room as me. I’m going to make things ten times weirder than they already are if she catches me drooling over how gorgeous she is.
“So much for a gracious victory,” I say, gripping the edges of my sleeves hard as I fight to keep my voice even.
“You could have just taken the money,” she drawls. “You didn’t have to make it weird.”
I place a hand on my chest. “I made it weird? You’re the one who attacked me.”
She shrugs and glances down at the ground for a moment as she tucks a stray lock of hair behind her ear, still grinning.
She’s too cute. She has no right to be that cute while we’re alone in the middle of the forest and I’m supposed to act like this is nothing more than a business transaction.
She looks up, those hazel eyes locking on mine.
“Hey. So. Here’s the thing.”
I didn’t think my heart could beat any faster, but it does.
“I will kill you if you admit I said this to anyone, but…I clearly can’t do this all by myself.” She sweeps her arm out to indicate the yurt materials. “This whole idea was crazy. I don’t know what I was thinking believing I could single-handedly build a yurt, but…I think I could manage it as a two-person job.”
I try not to gulp.
“I don’t want to ask anyone around here for help,” she continues. “I know it sounds stupid, but…I just want this to be my thing. This summer has felt, uh, kind of weird for me, and I really need an outlet that doesn’t involve my family or the campground.”
A flash of pain crosses her face. She stares down at the ground again for a moment, and I fight the urge to reach out and clasp her arm.
“My dad fronted me the money for the yurt,” she says when she looks back up. “I’m paying him back with the money I get from renting it out. I borrowed enough for some extra expenses, so I can afford to pay someone to help me build for a few hours here and there.”
I notice a flush of pink begin to creep up her neck. I concentrate on keeping myself numb as I bunch my hands up inside my sleeves. I don’t want to get caught up thinking she’s insinuating something she’s not.
“I mean, it won’t be amazing money or anything,” she says, “and it would be a pretty unpredictable schedule since I have to fit things in around my job at the campground, but if you still need extra cash, and you want to help…”
Her voice seems to run out of steam, trailing off into silence as she looks down at the tips of my sneakers.
“Clover,” I say, “are you offering me a job?”
“I know it’s weird.” Her tone takes on a frantic edge. “I know I said we should do our own thing, but I’m going to feel like an idiot if I bought this yurt just to have to admit I can’t build it, and maybe I was naïve thinking we could just avoid each other in a place as small as River’s Bend. I’m just… I’m sick of feeling anxious all the time wondering if I’m about to run into you, and today made me feel like…like maybe we could just try to be, I don’t know, normal?”
She’s breathing hard by the time she’s done, her eyes wide with desperation. The urge to reach out for her gets even stronger.
There’s nothing normal about accepting a job to build a yurt with a woman you used to be in love with, but maybe this is the closest to normal we’re going to get. Maybe she’s right. Maybe we could trade nervous glances over our shoulders every minute we’re in town for an agreement to be in each other’s lives within the boundaries of this job.
Maybe she needs this.
Maybe I need it too.
Maybe we’re just idiots making a huge mistake, but that doesn’t stop me from saying yes.
“Just tell me when you need me,” I answer, “and I’ll be here.”



  


Chapter 12  


Clover


My walkie talkie buzzes with static before the voice of one of the campground’s employees comes through.
“Clover, do you copy?”
I pause to laugh before answering. I recognize the voice of one of the freshmen, which is our nickname for staffers working their first season at Three Rivers. We get a lot of students who return for summer jobs year after year, and they’re always adorably keen during their first season—keen enough to say things like ‘do you copy?’ when nobody else bothers with the formal walkie talkie lingo.
“Hey, Sid,” I answer when I’m done laughing. “I’m here.”
“Sid to Clover. There’s someone at the gate asking where you are. Over.”
I snort at the ‘over.’
“I’m at the Block B shower building. Can you send them out here?”
I walk to the edge of the shower building. I just finished solving a dispute with a woman who insisted the meter for the hot water was only supposed to cost one shower token, not two, because apparently that’s how many tokens it cost last time.
We’ve had the same shower system for longer than I’ve been alive, but she wasn’t taking no for an answer.
The joys of life as an assistant manager.
I air out the neck of my Three Rivers tank top as I wait for the walkie talkie to light up with a reply. The summer air is extra muggy today, even with the trees blocking out the glare of the early evening sun. A couple minutes tick by before Sid responds.
“Sid to Clover. They, uh, don’t know where Block B is. Also, are motorcycles allowed on the grounds? I didn’t know if they’re restricted vehicles, so I haven’t let her in yet. Over.”
My breath catches at the word ‘motorcycle.’ I yank my phone out of the pocket of my cargo shorts and check the time.
“Shit,” I mutter.
Placating Shower Lady took more time than I thought. My shift ended twenty minutes ago, which means Neavh is right on time for our first yurt construction session. There’s only one person in River’s Bend known for riding a motorcycle, so she must have had Scooter drive her over.
“Shit,” I repeat as I stuff my phone in my pocket and start jogging up the path to the campground’s entrance.
“Be right there,” I pant into the walkie talkie.
I haven’t told anyone at Three Rivers about Neavh helping with the yurt. If Scooter comes blaring through the grounds on his bike, there’s no way her arrival is going to go unnoticed. I’ll be lucky if I even manage to sneak her in on foot without bumping into my dad or Emily.
I’m sweating by the time I get to the gate and find Neavh standing beside the welcome office in her usual jean shorts and an oversized black t-shirt while Scooter waits on his bike. He grins and waves when he sees me coming.
“Apparently we’re laying siege to your campground,” he calls, nodding towards the barrier arm that’s still closed to keep him out.
I continue jogging over to where Sid is seated behind the office’s open window.
“They’re good, Sid. I know them,” I huff, a little out of breath. I turn back to face Scooter. “Do you want to come in?”
I cast a wary glance at the motorcycle, but he waves my offer off.
“Just doing my chauffeur duties.” He looks between me and Neavh with an expression that’s somewhere between smug and amused. “You two have fun.”
Neavh shoots him a death glare. “Goodbye, David.”
He blows her a kiss and then puts his helmet back on before gunning it up the road. Neavh and I watch him go, waiting until the roar of the engine is just a distant hum before we turn to face one another.
She’s got the front of her hair up in that dopey little ponytail again, and I have to remind myself I do not think she’s cute.
“So,” she says, after we’ve spent a couple seconds blinking at each other.
“So,” I echo.
Sid clears his throat.
I jerk with surprise. I completely forgot we were standing right in front of the window.
“Should I add motorcycle guy to the green list?” he asks.
I squint at him. He’s wearing a Three Rivers t-shirt under some sort of utility vest, and he’s got a fuzzy, barely-there fluff of a moustache growing on his upper lip with the oblivious audacity only an eighteen year-old boy can manage.
“You have a green list?” I ask.
That is not part of his welcome office duties.
He holds up a clipboard featuring a set of names and descriptions scribbled in pen. “I keep track of all contacts pre-approved for entry.”
I resist the urge to laugh and tell him this isn’t a video game; I’d rather he take his job way too seriously than not seriously enough.
“Uh, cool,” I say instead. “Yeah, you can put him on it.”
He points at Neavh. “And her?”
Neavh props a hand on her hip. “She can hear you.”
Sid’s eyes widen, but he continues waiting for orders from me. I start to wonder if maybe his parents made a mistake and sent him here for the summer instead of army camp.
“Yes, her too,” I tell him. “Her name is Neavh.”
Sid clicks his pen. “And her purpose for visiting?”
“She’s helping me with—”
I cut myself off before I can say anything about the yurt. I’ve been limiting how many people I discuss my project with after realizing how truly ridiculous it was to go through with the plan—if you can even call it a plan.
The hours I’ve spent poring over the yurt instructions have proved I put even less thought into this than I realized.
“She’s, um, she’s my…”
I trail off again and glance at Neavh.
“She’s my…friend,” I finish.
Neavh’s eyebrows shoot up, and we continue staring at each other as Sid mumbles to himself and scribbles away at his green list.
“All right, friend,” Neavh says after a few moments. “Lead the way.”
I know she’s just teasing me for lying about the yurt, but that doesn’t stop my cheeks from getting warm at the way she makes the word friend sound almost flirty.
She used to be able to do that: say just the right word in just the right way to make me blush. I’d never had a girl do more than give me a few shy smiles at a party before I met Neavh. I’d never known what it felt like to have a woman make it so clear that she wanted me, that she’d do anything just to get me alone.
I shiver at the rush of memories and spin on my heels away from her.
She’s not flirting. We don’t flirt anymore.
I duck under the barrier arm, and Neavh follows after me. We walk side by side along the dirt road that leads to the yurt site. I keep swiveling my head to look out for any of my family members, but we only pass by a few campers near the gate.
The spot I picked for the yurt is remote enough that we don’t see any more guests for the rest of the walk. I figured a quiet and secluded location would be a good selling point for when I set up a booking page, and we have the added bonus of a lack of interruptions while building.
“Wow,” Neavh says when we get close enough to see the site. “You’ve done a lot. It looks great”
I’ve barely even started, but I still grin at the praise.
“Those markers are where we need to dig for the foundation,” I explain, pointing out the stakes I’ve driven into the ground. “We put posts in and anchor them with concrete, and then we build the platform that will be the base of the yurt.”
Neavh nods and comes to a halt next to one of the stakes before pointing over to the two shovels I’ve left leaning against the storage shed.
“So today we’re digging?”
I walk over and grab the shovels.
“Yeah,” I say as I hand her one. “Today, we dig.”
Dig we do. For the better part of two hours, we sweat our way through digging out the foundation in the muggy air. My tank top clings to my back, and my hair gets so frizzy I must look like a puffed up cat. My back and arms ache from heaving shovel after shovel of heavy earth, and my legs are caked with dirt all the way up to my knees.
“Oh my god!”
Neavh’s shout pulls me out of the hypnotic rhythm I’d settled into. I lift my head to find her crouching down over the new hole she’s just started on, her eyes wide as she stares at the dark brown earth.
“What is it?” I demand, abandoning my shovel and sprinting over to crouch down beside her.
“It’s a little…lizard…thing!” she says, pointing at a mottled green and brown creature wriggling around in the dirt.
“A salamander!” I whisper-yell before hunching forward to get a better look.
The salamander’s round little toes scrabble at the loosened dirt as it blinks in disapproval at the rude disturbance. I peer at it from different angles to get a full assessment of its colouring.
“It’s a wandering salamander,” I say, excitement buzzing through my body as I slide my phone out of my pocket to snap a few photos. “I’ve only seen these guys a few times. They’re very interesting because of their disjunct distribution between here and California. There’s still debate over whether or not their population here is due to human intervention or natural causes. There’s some evidence to support the theory that they floated all the way here on logs in the ocean. Isn’t that adorable?”
I switch to taking a video as the salamander begins crawling towards the shelter of the nearest clump of underbrush.
“Aww, look at him go,” I coo. “Did you see that gold stripe down his back? That means he’s a juvenile.”
I pocket my phone again and look over at Neavh. What I see knocks the wind out of me.
She’s watching me with so much softness, so much tenderness, that I almost topple over from the force of the sudden intimacy. She’s watching me like she knows me, like she cares for me, like she wants to wrap me up in her arms and hold me tight until the whole rest of the world melts away and there’s nothing left but the two of us.
She’s watching me like nothing’s changed, even though everything has.
I only get a glimpse of her expression before she realizes I’ve seen her. Then everything snaps shut like blinds over a window. Her shoulders curl inward as her mouth curves down into a frown. She presses her lips together and stares off after the salamander while two creases form between her eyebrows.
My fingers twitch with the urge to reach out and smooth the lines away.
If I could do that, maybe I could smooth the past four years away too.
Just for a moment.
“You, um…you know a lot about salamanders.”
Her voice is hoarse, and the sound makes something deep in my chest ache.
“Which doesn’t surprise me,” she adds. “You know something about every damn leaf in the forest. I always used to wonder how you hold it all in your head.”
I try to laugh, but all that comes out is a soft exhale.
“Sometimes I wonder that too,” I murmur.
I reach up to brush some of the frizzy flyaways out of my face and then regret it as soon as I realize my hands are shaking.
Neavh squints at me, and my skin pricks with embarrassment before I realize she’s looking at my bracelet.
“You still wear that,” she says.
I stretch my hand out in front of me. The silver Canada goose charm glints in the light.
“Of course,” I say. “I hardly ever take it off.”
“I finally watched that movie, you know.”
I watch her out of the corner of my eye. She’s still staring at the bracelet.
“Fly Away Home,” she says. “They had it on VHS at some hostel in Poland. In English too. I don’t know how the hell it got there, but I watched it, and…well, you said you were going to show it to me someday, but we never got around to it, so I…I had to watch it, you know?”
She remembered. I’m pretty sure I only mentioned the story behind my bracelet one time, but she remembered.
Even after she left.
“I can see why little Clover was obsessed with that movie,” she continues, both of us still pretending to be fixated on the sight of the bracelet. “You would totally try to raise a bunch of baby geese in a drawer and then fly them down to Florida.”
My heart swells, and this time I manage to laugh out loud.
“I used to make Dad take me out to Kennedy Lake to look for abandoned Canada goose eggs. We’d wander around in the reeds for hours, and he never once complained,” I tell her. “I also asked him to build me one of those weird little airplane things like in the movie. You know, so we could hypothetically teach my hypothetical geese how to migrate. He never got around to that part, though.”
Neavh laughs with me. I twist the black leather band of the bracelet around so the clasp lies against the middle of my wrist.
“I haven’t watched in a few years,” I say. “I hadn’t seen it in forever, actually, but then after Mom…after Mom died, I watched it every night for a week.”
I don’t know why I’m telling her this, but now that I’ve started, I can’t keep the words from spilling out. My knees press farther into the cold, damp earth while I speak.
“Honestly, that’s kind of what got me through it all,” I admit. “If Amy could handle losing her mom, so could I.”
There was an eeriness to it, watching the same opening sequence I’d seen dozens of times as a child: a rainy windshield. The glare of headlights. A girl waking up in a hospital bed with her mother nowhere to be found.
I may have had months to realize I was losing her, not just moments, but I still ended up the same way my favourite character did years before.
I still ended up without a mother.
“It’s hard when it’s so fast.”
Neavh’s voice is flat, but she’s got her arms squeezed tight around her knees while she presses them to her chest like she’s curling up in pain.
“Sometimes I wonder if I’d rather have known years and years before, so I could have made every moment count, so I could have made it all perfect, but then I wonder if that would have hurt more because there’s no way life ever could have been as perfect as Charles deserved.” She squeezes her legs tighter and shakes her head. “I don’t know. I still can’t figure out which is worse.”
I blink at her, and then the full weight of her words slams straight into my chest.
We could both see ourselves in that scene: the mother for me, the car crash for her.
All these years later, there’s a new part of us that’s the same, that we reflect back at each other in a way no one else can.
We’ve both lost someone now.
“Neavh.” I reach my hand out towards her arm but then snatch it away at the last second, just before she turns to look at me.
“Yes?”
“I’m sorry.”
A range of emotions too convoluted for me to read shift over her face before she settles on asking, “For what?”
My hands are still shaking. I don’t bother trying to hide it now.
“For what I said, when you…when you reached out to me after my mom died. It’s not just that I was harsh. I…I lied.”
The creases form between her eyebrows again, but she doesn’t say anything.
I take a deep breath, the rich scent of damp earth filling my nose.
There’s no going back from here.
“That summer…it meant everything to me.”
I’m whispering now. If I keep talking, I can ignore how close we are to each other, how I’m just a few inches away from the heat of her breath on my skin. All I can see are those deep brown eyes, shifting between black and gold like sunlight through the treetops.
“You made me feel like I could do anything. You made me feel like...like nobody else ever has.”
The words leave my mouth on a sigh.
She’s so close, close enough to clamp her jaws around me and drag me down somewhere I’m not sure I want to go.
A fox in the henhouse.
Only I don’t feel caught. I don’t feel trapped. I don’t feel like she’s got me backed up against a wall.
I feel like all the walls have fallen away. I feel like all my rules and limits are gone, evaporated, like mist clearing from the edges of the forest to reveal a bright new day.
I feel like anything could happen.
I haven’t felt that way in a long, long time.
“Do you mean that?”
Her voice seems to fill the whole clearing, even though she’s barely speaking above a murmur.
She’s motionless as she waits for my answer, like she’s bracing for the shot of a starting gun to echo through the woods.
I nod my head, but still she doesn’t move.
After so much time and so much hurt has passed between us, she needs to hear me say it.
Maybe I need to hear myself say it too.
My whole body trembles as I answer, “Yes. I mean it.”
She’s on her feet in an instant.
Before I’ve even realized she’s grabbed my arm and pulled me up beside her, I’m standing too. She slides her grip down to intertwine her fingers with mine, and then she grins at me.
It’s that fox’s grin, the one that makes promises dripping in honey spiked with the bite of salt. It’s the same grin that launched me into a summer of endless afternoons and countless nights filled with the sound of her, the smell of her, the taste of her.
“Then come on.”
She tugs on my hand, and then we’re running.



  


Chapter 13  


Neavh


Everything feels brighter, sharper, like the whole world has burst into high definition as I sprint up the trail with Clover’s hand still gripped tight in mine.
The crisp scent of fir needles burns in my nose, seeps into my lungs until it’s all I can smell. The woods around us are a vibrant, almost alien green, and the sound—the sound is getting closer.
Water.
The river.
I can hear the rush of it sloshing over stones and logs, gurgling and splashing as it surges ever forwards. A breathless peal of laughter bursts out of me as we scramble along the trail. Clover shrieks as we both stumble over a stick and nearly land flat on our faces, but then she’s laughing too, and we’re running.
Still running.
All I know is that we can’t stop. If we stop, we’ll think, and I don’t want to think right now. I don’t want to sift through the magic that led to this moment.
I want to swim in it. Drown in it. I want to submerge every part of me in this moment when she’s brushed all my fears aside with a handful of words.
That summer meant everything, not just to me, but to her.
Maybe I got everything else wrong, but that part—that part was right.
“Neavh!” Clover calls, still laughing as I tug her along. “Where the hell are we going?”
“You’ll see!” I shout, twisting around to look at her even as I keep tugging her forward. “Come on!”
I follow the sound of the water and the way the earth starts to slope down to its banks. I only stop when we reach the edge of the river.
One of three rivers.
Just like her.
We stand just close enough for the tips of our shoes to dip into the rippling current. We’re both panting and sweating from the muggy summer heat. There’s not a cloud in the sky on this rare, blazing Vancouver Island day, but the air still feels charged with electricity, like there’s a storm about to strike. I can feel the static buzzing inside me, coursing along my skin and sizzling between us like a live wire.
Side by side, we stare out at the water as it shimmers and flashes in the fading light of the evening. A few leaves drift lazily along the surface, skirting around the lichen-covered boulders that jut up out of the depths.
I look at her, at the way her hair burns like copper in the orange light of the sun, and I feel like I’m burning too. Something has been lit inside me, something that’s stayed cold and quiet no matter how many places I’ve travelled to or how many astounding sights I’ve seen.
The world has taken my breath away more times than I can count, but the only thing that’s ever set me on fire is her.
We start yanking our shoes and socks off at the exact same time, compelled by the same frenzied rush of energy that sent me sprinting to the river.
Our shirts are next. Blood rushes in my ears as I tug my sweaty t-shirt over my head and get a glimpse of her stomach as she does the same thing.
We lose our shorts, and then, in just our bras and underwear, we race each other into the water.
“Câlice!” I swear when I get out past my knees and feel the shock of just how cold the river is.
Clover is up to her waist already. She spins around and flicks a spray of frigid droplets towards me, cackling as I shriek.
“It’s not that bad,” she teases.
She twirls around and wades out further. I suck in a breath and hold it as I submerge myself up to my thighs. The riverbed is lined with slippery stones, and I curl my toes around them for balance as I inch along behind her.
We’ve found a part of the river that opens up into a wide area deep and calm enough to swim in. The current tugs at my legs each time I lift them to take another step, but it’s only a gentle insistence. Clover can still stand with her shoulders above the surface when she reaches the deepest point.
She squats low enough to plunge her head under the water and then shoots up to flip the copper strands in a mesmerizing arc of shimmering droplets. I freeze, my breath catching as I stare at her.
She lets out an indulgent sigh and floats on her back while she massages her scalp, her eyes shut and a soft, blissful smile on her lips.
I can’t move a single muscle, not even when the slippery algae under my feet begins to threaten my balance.
I can barely even breathe. She’s so beautiful it’s like all the air in the forest belongs to her, like the entire river is racing with the need to brush against her skin.
She’s a fucking goddess.
Maybe she deserves a more eloquent title than that, but it’s all I can think as I watch the shape of her legs wave beneath the fractured surface of the water.
I wouldn’t be surprised if she sprouted a mermaid tail. I’d just accept it as part of the magic of Clover Rivers.
She blinks her eyes open and tilts her head when she sees I’m not all the way in yet.
“You coming?” she asks.
I shake myself out of my stupor and move to take another step, but the algae gets the best of me. I wobble, arms flailing to try and save me as I let out a screech.
I end up belly flopping into the river.
Clover cackles again, her laughter echoing across the water as she watches me come up spluttering. I shove my hair out of my eyes and stay low enough to do a couple awkward froggy strokes out towards the middle of the river instead of trying to walk again.
Clover crouches down low too, a mischievous grin on her face as she hovers with her lips just above the surface of the water.
“What’s that face for?” I ask when I’ve finally reached her.
She purses her lips and shoots a jet of water right at my head.
I gasp, frozen with shock for a second before I lunge for her. She screams and tries to paddle away, but I’ve grabbed onto her arm.
“Not so fast, petit monstre,” I jeer as I yank her closer. “Let’s see how you like getting splashed!”
She squirms in my grip, screaming again as I use my free hand to scoop up some water and dump it over her head.
“It’s cold!” she shrieks.
I scoop up a second handful.
“Don’t dish it out if you can’t take it.”
She twists her head to the side just in time to miss my shot. A growl climbs up my throat as she makes another attempt to free her arm.
“Oh, that’s it. You are so getting it.”
We both give up on any attempt at finesse and use our free hands to splash each other point blank. We laugh and shout, egging each other on as we keep the splashing going until our muscles give up.
I’m still caught between laughing and panting for breath as we take a moment to pause our battle. We’re grinning at each other, but both our smiles slip when we realize just how close we are.
I’m still clutching her arm.
Our chests are just inches apart.
I could slide my arm around her waist and pull her to me.
I could feel her move against me, both of us wearing next to nothing, with no one around to see what happens next.
Before I can do any of that—or consider any of the reasons I shouldn’t—she closes the gap between us.
She shifts to stand in front of me, anchoring us both, and wraps her arms around my neck. I slide my grip down to lock my hands behind her waist. She presses her chest to mine, so close I can feel her heartbeat.
I don’t know how long we stare at each other.
Water droplets cling to her eyelashes and streak down the sides of her face. I can feel her every exhale, feel the way her lungs contract and expand.
I can feel the warmth of her as the cold water continues to rush around us.
I can almost feel the kiss before it happens.
My gaze drops down to her lips, and I can already feel how soft they are. I can taste the river water on them.
I close my eyes, and her mouth meets mine.
The contact is cold at first, both of us shivering as we stand motionless in the frigid current, but then our mouths warm against each other. Her hands dig into my hair. My hips press hard against hers.
I slant my mouth open and let my tongue brush against hers, and it’s like the memory of every kiss we’ve ever shared slams into us all at once.
I know her.
I know this person, and she knows me.
I’d know her anywhere, after any amount of time. We could have spent decades apart, not just years, and still, I would know her.
We’ve wasted so much fucking time.
It’s the last conscious thought I have before she moans into my mouth and I stop thinking altogether.
I just move—on her, against her, with her.
I don’t know how she keeps us upright as we grind against each other, seeking out every bit of pressure and friction we can find, but she does. She keeps us steady.
I suck her bottom lip between my teeth and bite down with the gentlest pressure. She arches her back, tugging my hair so hard my scalp stings.
I hiss at the pain even as I crave more of it. I want to feel everything she’ll give me.
We kiss for so long that we have no choice but to break apart and gasp for air. She keeps her eyes closed longer than I do, giving me a chance to watch her as we continue to cling to each other. Her tongue darts out to lick her lips, and the ache that’s already building between my legs gets even sharper.
I can hear the sounds of the river again, the trickles and gurgles of water passing over stone. A bird trills somewhere in the distance.
She would know what bird it is.
She always knows.
A rush of tenderness joins the desperate need coursing through my body. Before I can ask myself if it’s too much, I lift one of my hands to brush a damp lock of her hair out of her face.
She trembles.
She’s still got her eyes closed, and she keeps them shut as she whispers, “Kiss me again.”
So I do.
I don’t know what comes next. I don’t know what we can promise each other. I don’t know how any of this works or what we’ll feel when we have to climb out of this river and walk on land again, but for now, we can stay here.
And I can kiss her, again and again and again.



  


Chapter 14  


Clover


“Ikissed Neavh.”
Bianca’s eyes go so wide she looks like she’s put a cartoon filter on her screen. She stares at me for several seconds until her mouth twitches, and I brace for what’s coming next.
Her shriek is so loud I have to turn the volume on my phone down so my whole family doesn’t come rushing in to see what’s wrong.
“WHAT?” she bellows, in a display of supreme lung capacity. “YOU DID WHAT?”
I can feel my face heating up. I pull a lock of my hair over my shoulder and focus on fidgeting with the tips, like this topic is no big deal and I can totally sit here hunting for split ends while we talk about it.
Bianca sees right through me.
“Clover Emma Rivers,” she says, in a voice fit for an elementary school teacher supervising detention, “tell me what the hell happened right now.”
I give up on my hair and look back at my phone.
“Okay, so, we were working on the yurt,” I begin.
Bianca snorts. I glare at her.
“If you’re going to laugh at me, I’m not going to tell you.”
“Sorry,” she says, fighting to hold back a grin. “It’s just, I still can’t believe I actually convinced you to buy a yurt.”
She snorts again. I groan and drop my head back onto my pillow.
“Biancaaaa! You told me the yurt was a good idea!”
“It is!” she says. “It’s a great idea. Still, you have to admit it’s also pretty fucking hilarious. Like, you’re building a yurt.”
I do my best to keep glaring. “Are you going to listen to my story, or what?”
She straightens up on the sagging couch in the shitty sublet apartment she’s got for the summer.
“Yes, yes. I’m all ears.”
She mimes locking her mouth shut and throwing away the key.
“So,” I begin again, after making her wait a couple seconds to prove her silence, “we were out working yesterday, and, uh, we got into a pretty emotional conversation. Actually, first we found a salamander, and then—”
Yet another giggle interrupts me.
“Sorry,” Bianca whispers. “It’s just, of course this story includes a salamander. It is you we’re talking about.”
I roll my eyes. “Whatever. I don’t tease you about your kelp fetish.”
She gasps, her jaw dropping.“Oh my god! I do not have a kelp fetish.”
I shrug. “You think about kelp all day. Who’s to say you don’t think about it all night too?”
We stare each other down until we both burst out laughing.
“Just finish your freaking story, Clover!” Bianca demands.
I don’t bother reminding her that she’s the one interrupting. This video call has been exactly what I needed to recover from working at the campground all day after getting maybe two hours of sleep last night. We might make fun of each other almost as much as my sisters and I do, but I wouldn’t trade Bianca’s sass for anything.
“Fiiine,” I drawl. “So, after we saw this salamander, we ended up having a pretty, um, intense conversation. Feelings were felt. Words were expressed. Then we sort of got carried away in the moment, and we ended up running down to the river to swim together. You know, because it was really hot yesterday. Then in the river, we, um, kissed.”
There’s nothing joking about Bianca’s glare now.
“Feelings were felt?” she says, every word dripping with accusation. “Words were expressed? Clo, you’re not seriously going to leave me hanging with that are you? What really happened?”
She’s the only person besides my sisters who I let call me Clo. I don’t normally think much about her using the nickname, but today it hits me like someone has punctured a hole through my chest.
Bianca might be like a sister to me, but she’s still a friend. She didn’t watch me grow up. She doesn’t call the same house home.
We’re also the same age, caught in the same in-between stage of life with no insight into what things are supposed to feel like on the other side.
I curl one of my arms around my stomach as the urge to shrink into a little ball takes over when I realize just how much I wish I could talk to my big sisters about this. They always tease me about being the know-it-all of the family, but in the long hours of confusion and worry that have gnawed at me since I kissed Neavh last night, I haven’t felt like I know anything at all.
“What’s wrong?”
Bianca’s stern expression shifts into concern as she watches me.
“Nothing. I’m fine. I just feel a little…lonely.”
My voice catches on the last word. Bianca brings her phone closer to her face, like she can use the screen as a portal to wrap me up in her arms.
“You’re the only person I can tell,” I say. “I just feel so distant from everyone here. Everything is different. It’s like…it’s like this place always stays the same, and I don’t know how to be part of it if I’m changing.”
“This is about more than Neavh, huh?” Bianca asks gently.
I nod and then switch to shaking my head. We both breathe a soft laugh at the contradicting messages.
“I don’t know,” I say. “I felt weird even before she showed up, but things have been extra weird since. She reminds me of things I forgot I used to feel. Not just about her. About me too.”
Bianca nods a few times but doesn’t say anything.
“I’m sorry,” I say with another quiet laugh. “I’m not making any sense, am I?”
She gives me a half smile. “You’re being frustratingly vague, but I get it. Some stuff is hard to put into words.”
I press my lips together to keep from blurting more vague statements out.
The truth is that I can’t even tell Bianca everything. She’s part of the plan—the plan for my life I’ve been following without a moment of deviation.
Bianca and I have studied together for four years. We’ve lived together for four years. We’re supposed to continue studying and living together in the same city at the same school until we’ve both got PhDs, and then we’re supposed to keep working on conservation projects on this island for the entirety of the foreseeable future.
We’ve founded our whole friendship on that premise, just like I’ve founded my whole role in my family on the same thing:
I’ll always be here. I’ll always come back.
“Yeah,” I say. “Some things are hard to put into words.”
“If you don’t want to tell me more about the kiss, that’s okay,” she says. There’s no bitterness in the words, but I can tell she’s fighting to hold back her disappointment. “I know it literally just happened, and if you’d rather keep it to yourself, I totally underst—”
“No, no,” I interrupt. “It’s not that. Sorry. I got all lost in my thoughts. We can talk about the kiss.”
That at least feels like a safe subject—or at least, as safe a subject as kissing your ex can be.
“It was, um, actually a few kisses.”
Bianca’s eyes widen, and I feel the corners of my mouth lift up.
“Clover,” she says in a scandalized tone, “do you mean to say that you and Neavh made out?”
I twirl my hair around my finger. “Um, yeah, you could call it that. I should probably also mention that we were almost naked in the river when it happened.”
Bianca squeaks. “Oh my god! That sounds, like, hot.”
“It was,” I tell her, as a flush begins to creep up my neck. “So hot. You know, sometimes I’d wonder if I was hyping her up too much in my memory, but, um, nope. I was not.”
Bianca’s eyes get even wider. “Wait. Did you have sex?”
She whispers the last word like we’re in the third grade.
“Oh my god, no,” I say with a laugh. “We just made out. It was awkward enough afterwards. I can’t even imagine what it would have been like if we had sex again.”
Her face falls. “Oh no! It was awkward?”
“I mean…”
I pause and think back on the moments after we climbed out of the river, sopping wet and shivering in the growing chill of the twilight. We pulled our clothes on even though we were still soaked, and we didn’t say much during the walk back to the campground, but it wasn’t necessarily awkward at that point.
The silence between us almost felt comfortable, like our bodies had already said everything that needed to be understood between us.
Then we reached Three Rivers, and reality seemed to sneak up on us like a third wheel. We stumbled our way through a few sentences about Neavh needing to grab her stuff at the yurt. By then, it was almost dark, and we literally stumbled along the path in yet more silence that got tenser by the second. We were both so wrapped up in processing what happened that we forgot Neavh didn’t have a way to get home until we reached the gate.
I said I’d borrow someone’s car and drive her. She said she’d call David. I told her I didn’t want her to have to stand around waiting. She said she’d be fine. I said I’d wait with her. She said I didn’t need to.
We couldn’t even look each other in the eye during our battle of polite offers. We were still at an impasse when a few staff members drove up on their way into town and agreed to drop Neavh off at David’s place.
We didn’t even really say goodbye, not with everyone watching us.
“We just didn’t know what to say to each other,” I tell Bianca. “It was all so surreal. She went home for the night, and once she was gone, I started freaking out. I don’t think I slept at all last night. I have no idea where the hell we’re supposed to go from here.”
Some of the panic I felt lying in bed last night starts to squeeze my ribs again.
“Do you know where you want to go?” Bianca asks.
I make a choked sound that’s supposed to be a laugh. “Do I sound like someone who has any idea what she wants?”
She chuckles. “Honestly, yeah, you kind of do.”
I sit up a little straighter and gawk at her. “And what, pray tell, do I sound like I want?”
She flashes a smirk at me. “You sound like you want to kiss Neavh again.”
I open my mouth to protest and end up making a series of incomprehensible sputtering noises instead. I snap my jaw shut, and Bianca’s smirk gets even wider.
“Fine,” I say. “You’re right. I do want to kiss her again, but that’s beside the point.”
Bianca tilts her head. “Is it, though?”
“Yes,” I urge. “It is. It doesn’t matter if I want to kiss her again. That doesn’t help me figure out what I’m actually supposed to do.”
She taps her chin. “Maybe you’re supposed to do what you want.”
I’m about to hit her with an argument, but she beats me to it.
“Look, every time you’ve mentioned this girl in the four years I’ve known you, you have not sounded like someone who is over her, and judging by how things are going now, she hasn’t gotten over you. Maybe this is your chance at, like, a do-over.”
She pauses to stretch out a little on the couch.
“You two were really young when you met, right?” she asks. “I’m sure you’ve both changed a lot since then. Maybe you should just follow whatever this thing between you is and see where it goes.”
She makes it sound so easy, like letting Neavh back into my life would be the simplest, most natural thing in the world. Part of me aches to believe her while the rest of me seethes with all the reasons she’s wrong.
“But nothing has changed,” I tell her, my voice strained with frustration, “even if we have. We still only have the summer. She’s still leaving. I’m still staying. Hell, the whole reason she’s even in River’s Bend is to make enough money to leave. I’m literally paying her some of that money. If we…if we do this…”
A slash of pain makes me wrap my arm tight around myself, and I have to drop my voice to a whisper to keep it from shaking.
“Then we’ll end up in the exact same place we did before.”
Bianca gives me another look like she wishes she could reach straight through the phone. My eyes prick with heat. I swipe at them with my free hand and then roll onto my side so I can tuck my knees up to my chest.
“Maybe you won’t,” she murmurs.
I shake my head. “I don’t see how. None of it makes sense. Nothing at all feels like it makes sense this summer.”
“I know,” she soothes. “I know, but I also know you’ll figure it out.”
“How do you know that?” I croak.
She gives me another soft smile. “Because you always do. You’re Clover freaking Rivers.”
I swipe a few more tears out of my eyes and thank her, but the ache inside me doesn’t go away.
Maybe those words would have helped a few months ago, but right now, I’m not even sure who Clover freaking Rivers is.



  


Chapter 15  


Clover


“So this is the construction site, huh?”
I look up from where I’ve been peering at a diagram in The Yurt Bible—my nickname for the thick textbook of instructions that came with the yurt kit—and find my dad ambling up the path to the clearing.
I set the book down with a thud and get up from sitting on the first few boards of the wooden platform I’ve been building for the past couple days.
“Yep, this is it.”
Jinx has been slinking around the clearing while I work. She pauses in the middle of running along one of the beams to blink at my dad before skittering off into a clump of ferns.
He does the typical dad routine of surveying the project with his hands in the pockets of his very dadcore utility pants, hemming and hawing as he bends to look at the foundation and give a couple boards a few test shoves with his boot.
“What’s the verdict?” I ask.
He nods and crosses his arms over his chest after giving his bushy beard a contemplative stroke. “Looks good.”
I stifle a laugh. To say my father is a man of few words is an understatement. Still, he’s not one to dish out even basic praise if he doesn’t sincerely believe it’s deserved.
“Thanks, Dad,” I say with a grin.
He wanders over to inspect the pile of supplies still stacked up beside the shed before peering inside at the collection of tools I’ve lugged out here.
I take the opportunity to check the time on my phone where I’ve stashed it next to my water bottle and a sweater. I wince when I see the time on the screen.
My plan to distract myself from all my nerves today by getting sucked into construction mode worked a little too well. It’s almost an hour later than I thought, meaning Neavh will be here any minute.
My throat goes dry, and I glance over at my dad as panic surges in my bloodstream.
He has to get out of here.
I still haven’t told anyone Neavh is helping me. I don’t even know if she is helping me anymore. We went a whole day without either of us texting before she asked if she should still come over for our next building session.
I said she didn’t have to.
She said she’d understand if I didn’t want her to.
I said that’s not what I meant.
Then I panicked and sent her three different GIFs of Spongebob Squarepants riding a giant jellyfish before telling her she should come over if she wants. After that, I threw my phone across the room and didn’t look at it for the rest of the night.
“Uh, Dad…” I begin before trailing off after I realize I don’t have a plausible reason to get him out of here.
He lumbers out of the storage shed and says something about my choice in power tools, but I don’t process the words. I can feel my armpits getting slick with sweat as my pulse drums out an insistent warning.
He has to leave. He has to leave.
Any second now, I’ll get a text from Neavh to go meet her at the gate. The last thing I need is for our first post-kiss interaction to be chaperoned by my father, especially since he’s never been Neavh’s biggest fan and definitely hasn’t formed a positive opinion in the years since she disappeared on me without a trace.
“Clover?” He takes a few steps closer to me, his bushy eyebrows crinkling. “You all right?”
I blink a few times and realize I must have zoned out for longer than I thought.
“Oh, um, yeah,” I say. “I’m fine. Just, uh, working through all those instructions, you know? Lots of, um, thinking.”
I pick up The Yurt Bible and awkwardly wave it around like that’s supposed to explain everything.
Dad gives me a weird look. I bend over to set the book back down. When I look back up, he’s still watching me, but his expression has shifted into something that makes me freeze with my breath caught in my throat. The deep lines of his face have softened into something that looks a lot like tenderness.
I open my mouth to say something, but he beats me to it.
“I’m…”
His voice is hoarse. He pauses to clear his throat, a little of his usual gruff demeanor returning as he rolls his shoulders back.
“Just, erm, wanted to say I’m proud of you.”
I gawk at him, my jaw hanging open as I blink like I’ve been hit over the head with one of the boards stacked beside the shed.
“Huh?”
It’s not like I grew up starved for praise. If anything, it was the opposite of that, but when my dad tells me he’s proud of me, I can usually tell why. He doesn’t have a habit of following me out in the woods just to get misty-eyed and sing my praises.
“You’re doing good out here. It looks great.”
He shoves his hands back in his pockets and kicks at a few pebbles on the ground.
“Thank you?”
He avoids my eyes as he nods and says, “I’m glad you still want to be part of the campground.”
I take a few fumbling steps backwards, and my calves knock against the frame of the platform.
“O-oh?” I stutter.
“It’s, uh…it’s not the same without you here, Clover. I’m glad you’re home.”
He looks up at me, and in the second our eyes lock, all the shock and confusion of the past few minutes is wiped away.
My dad loves me. My dad needs me. My dad is happy I’m here.
How could I have any doubt this is where I belong?
How could I ever leave this all behind when he needs me?
“Oh, Dad.”
I teeter forwards and then lunge for him. I wrap my arms around him and take a deep breath of the familiar scent of his flannel: pine boards, dryer sheets, and an ever-present trace of the woods.
He smells like home.
This is home.
I close my eyes and squeeze him tighter, like a little kid coming home from a long day at school.
For a second, he seems just as shocked by my emotional display as I was by his, but then his arms slide around me in one of those signature Robert Rivers bear hugs—the kind only a few people in the world are lucky enough to get.
We stay like that for what feels like a couple minutes, until a rustling in the bushes makes us glance over at the noise and break apart.
Jinx pokes her head out of a clump of ferns, her green eyes glinting like hidden jewels, before disappearing again with a swish of her tail.
“Crazy cat,” Dad mutters.
My eyes are burning. I reach up to dab at them with my sleeve, and the motion draws his attention to the bracelet on my wrist.
He reaches out to give the silver Canada goose charm a flick.
“You ever want to go out looking for goose eggs some morning, you let me know, okay?”
He gives my bracelet another flick and gets a watery laugh out of me. I’m about to let him know we’re a little late for baby geese season when another rustling sound interrupts me.
I turn around, wondering how Jinx got to the other side of the clearing so fast, and freeze when I spot the source of the noise.
Neavh is standing at the end of the path, frozen mid-step with a startled look on her face.
My heartbeat jolts like a spaceship engine kicking into hyper-drive. Blood rushes in my ears, and the whole forest seems to spin for a moment as my brain catches up with reality.
Neavh is here.
My dad is here.
Neavh and my dad are in the same place.



  


Chapter 16  


Clover


Dread makes my stomach flip. I can practically feel my dad’s confusion and anger radiating off him like a black hole behind me, but I can’t make myself turn around or explain.
I can’t move or speak at all.
Neavh gulps so hard I can see her throat bob from all the way over here.
“Oh, uh, hi,” she stammers, with the same tone of faux-calm masking internal terror one would use after stumbling upon a hungry bear. “Should I…?”
She’s already taking a few steps backwards. I’m still frozen in place as I watch her spin around and start double-timing it back up the path. She’s almost completely out of sight before I manage to break out of my trance.
“Neavh!” I shout. “Wait!”
She pauses, hovering with her back to me. I don’t blame her. I’m still too scared to even look at my dad, never mind try and explain what’s going on.
My heart pounds for entirely different reasons when she glances back over her shoulder and then begins to approach the clearing again.
She’s wearing short black overalls paired with a striped tank top today. I’d probably look like an oversized toddler if I tried to pull that outfit off, but on her, the ensemble looks casually cool. She’s replaced her dorky little ponytail with a bobby pin above each ear.
Despite the horrifying circumstances, I still have to fight to keep my eyes on her face instead of her legs as she walks back over to me.
Of course, staring at her face just makes me hyper aware that this is the first time we’ve seen each other since jumping into the river together. Goosebumps rise on my arms, and I settle for staring at the top of her head instead. That at least seems like a safe bet.
“Um, hi,” I say once she comes to a halt. “I didn’t know you were walking all the way out here yourself. Dad was, uh, just leaving.”
Behind me, Dad makes a sound somewhere between a scoff and a grumble.
“I was?”
I risk glancing at him over my shoulder. “Yes. You were.”
I try to summon my inner petulant teenager and add a ‘get out of here, Dad!’ tone to my voice, but I just sound like a squeaky cartoon character.
He steps up beside me with his arms crossed, looking between me and Neavh in a silent demand for answers.
Neavh sounds as squeaky as I do when she says, “Uh, hello, Mr. Rivers.”
He dips his chin in a nod. “Why, hello, Neavh.”
He somehow manages to sound sarcastic, amused, and mildly threatening all at once.
It’s a valid response considering that last he heard, I wanted nothing to do with Neavh at all this summer, and now she’s wandering through the depths of our property.
“Neavh is helping me with the yurt,” I supply, sweeping my hand out to indicate the platform he’s already seen.
He nods again, arms still firmly crossed. “I see.”
A moment of silence passes. Neavh’s eyes are so wide I’m scared they’re going to pop out of her head. My shirt is soaked with so much sweat I look like I’ve run a marathon.
Dad just stands there, looming like one of the giant fir trees while he waits to see if I’ve got more of an explanation for him.
I open and close my mouth a few times, but there’s no way I can say everything I need to say to him in front of Neavh. After a couple more failed attempts, I end up plastering on what I’m sure is an alarming smile and overcompensating with some fake casual cheer.
“Sooooo yeah,” I sing-song. “We’re gonna get to work now, Pops. Thanks for stopping by!”
I’ve never called him ‘Pops’ before in my life.
If he’s amused, he doesn’t show it. He just gives another one of those cryptic nods, his beard covering too much of his face for me to read any shifts in his expression, and says, “I see.”
After lingering for another beat of strained silence, he takes off up the path.
Neavh and I don’t say a word until he’s disappeared around a bend. Then Neavh turns to me, her shoulders dropping a few inches as she blows out a long, heavy breath.
“Well, that was…tense. Guess I picked the wrong day to find my own way out here.”
My knees wobble. I slump down to a seat on the edge of the yurt platform and rest my chin in my hands.
“I’m so sorry,” I say. “I was trying to get him out of here before you arrived.”
Neavh waves off my apology. “It’s okay. I should have just waited at the gate.”
I concentrate on slowing my rapid breathing as my head continues to spin. Neavh rocks on her heels as her eyes dart over the platform for the first time.
“Wow,” she says, her eyebrows jumping up. “You did a lot in just two days.”
Turns out I can be pretty damn productive when I’m trying to distract myself from thinking about Neavh. I finished laying the foundation myself, including mixing and pouring the cement for the posts, as well as getting the frame of the platform assembled and securing the first few boards.
Considering the materials are already pre-cut and marked up with enough guidelines that even a high school shop class student could follow the instructions, it’s not that impressive, but my face still flushes at the admiration in Neavh’s voice.
“Mhmm,” I mumble.
Neavh shifts her weight from foot to foot. A couple branches snap somewhere deep in the woods, and the echoes of laughter and shouts from the nearest campsites drift through the air.
“So…” Neavh says before coughing a couple times.
More silence.
“So…” I say.
She flashes me a nervous smile. My heart skips a beat at the sight of her grin, and I can’t tell if I want to push her away or pull her down beside me.
I should be stronger than this.
I shouldn’t be getting butterflies just because she smiled at me. This isn’t a crush on some girl I just met. This isn’t a crush at all.
At least, I don’t think it is.
I can’t be acting like a clueless teenager again. I’ve been through too much to fall back into that reckless, frenzied, sun-drunk summer magic.
I’ve seen behind the curtain now. I know when summer ends, so does the magic.
It leaves—just like her.
I drop my chin lower in my hands, my shoulders rounding as I squeeze my knees together like that will keep me from falling apart.
Neavh takes a step forward and then lowers herself to a seat beside me—slowly, like she’s waiting for me to tell her off.
I don’t.
I don’t say anything as she settles herself on the smooth wooden boards, her thigh just a few inches away from mine.
For a moment, my whole body zeroes in on the narrow gap between us, my skin warm with the awareness of how close she is and how little effort it would take to feel her leg pressed up against mine.
I can’t tell what I want more: proximity or distance. The thrill of inching closer or the stability of leaping away.
She slides her hand along the wood grain on her other side before giving the board a gentle rap with her knuckles.
“I can’t believe you built all this yourself,” she says. “I mean, I can believe it, but still, I’m impressed.”
I shrug. “It’s just a few boards. I grew up on a campground. I understand the basics of nailing and screwing.”
Neavh’s head snaps towards me, one of her eyebrows arching up. “Oh, I think you know more than the basics.”
I freeze, my lips parted as my whole body seems to go up in flames.
Neavh blinks and then claps a hand over her mouth.
“Oh my god,” she says from behind her fingers. “I did not mean to say that out loud.”
Her shoulders begin to shake, and then she lets out a muffled squawk that ends up sounding like a fart as it reverberates against her palm.
I lose it.
We both do. We clutch our stomachs and double over as we snort and giggle our way through the laugh attack.
“Oh. My. God,” I gasp.
“You set me up for that!” Neavh shrieks. “Who calls it nailing and screwing?”
“Well that’s what I’ve been doing all day!”
She gives me a look, and then we’re cackling all over again, slapping the boards and making so much noise a few birds dart out of the branches of the nearest tree.
By the time we’re done, my abs are aching. I take a shuddering breath and stretch my arms up above my head.
Neavh stares up at the tree the birds just abandoned as she murmurs, “I didn’t know if you’d want me to come back.”
The air seems to grow a few degrees colder, and it feels like the gap between our bodies grows several feet wider.
“I didn’t know either,” I admit.
She lowers her eyes to meet mine. “I’m sorry.”
I frown as I process the words.
“For what?” I ask, tilting my head.
“I’ve been thinking about it for the past two days straight, and I…” She curls her hands into fists and plants them on the tops of her thighs. “I shouldn’t have kissed you. I’m sorry for that.”
All the blood drains from my face.
“What?”
She shakes her head as she stares down at her fists, her brow furrowed. “You were having a vulnerable moment, and I—”
“Neavh.”
I blurt her name before I can stop myself.
I’m not going to let her sit here and give me a humiliating ‘I took advantage of you’ speech.
That’s not what happened, and she knows it.
“I kissed you too.”
I put enough force in the words to make her look back up at me.
“And I…I’m not sorry about it.” My voice falters, but I keep going. “I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do now.”
Her eyes scan over my face while mine do the same to hers.
She’s so pretty.
She’s pretty like the dusk or the purple glow before dawn. She’s pretty like those hazy in-between times, those lingering hours that aren’t quite night or day, when anything seems possible and nothing seems insane.
It would be insane to kiss her again, but that’s what I’m about to do. I can feel myself leaning, falling, on the precipice of slipping into her orbit all over again.
Then she pulls away.
“I should go.”
She pushes up to her feet. I spring up beside her.
“Stop saying that.”
My voice is harsh enough to surprise us both.
I clear my throat and add, “I…I don’t want you to go.”
She pivots to face me. The tips of our noses are barely more than a foot apart.
“Okay,” she whispers.
I look into those brown eyes, the ones that have changed a million ways since I last knew her while somehow still looking the exact same.
“But you will.”
The words slip out like a branch falling from overhead to crash at the ground between our feet, marking a clear line between me and her.
She winces.
“It’s just…” I scramble to explain myself, since even now, I hate to see her in pain. “It’s just, what the hell are we doing, Neavh? We’ve been through this before. You leave at the end of the summer. I know…I know you had your reasons, but the fact is, you’re still going to leave again. There’s not even a question about it this time around. You’re a traveler now. It’s what you do. You just…go. You’ll always leave River’s Bend, and I…”
The words taste so bitter in my mouth I go silent. I think about what my dad said to me today, and a sharp jab of guilt twists like a thorn in my side.
It’s not the same without you here, Clover. I’m glad you’re home.
This is where I belong. He needs me. They all need me. We already had one part of our family ripped away from us. I could never choose to be the next one to leave.
The bitter taste rises up in the back of my throat, but I finish my sentence anyway.
“I’ll always stay.”
Neavh lifts her hands like she wants to reach for me, but then drops them back to her side. She grimaces, her face gaunt and twisted with pain.
“Clover…if I could go back and change it, I—”
“Don’t,” I bark.
I squeeze my eyes shut.
I can’t think about that. I can’t go back to the what-ifs. I buried those years ago.
“You can’t.” I soften my voice a little. “It was never going to work anyway.”
Neavh’s face turns pale. She takes a fumbling step backwards, and I can’t help imagining if this is how she looked when she read that email I sent her, the one where I told her she never mattered to me at all.
Another stab of guilt pierces me.
“What I mean is that even if we went through with our plan, we still had an end date,” I explain. “We were going to save up, and I was going to take a gap year to travel with you. Then I was going to come straight back here, and you…”
I pause and look at her, this girl who’s seen so much more of the world than I have, this girl who shirked off the weight of her family’s expectations and did what she needed to escape a life that was tearing her apart.
“All you’ve ever wanted is to be free.”
I couldn’t understand it then, but I do now—now that I’ve lost someone too. Some wounds are so deep you can’t heal them. Sometimes all you can do is patch yourself up and run.
“Clover…”
Her voice cracks, the sound ragged, like she’s thirsting to death. She doesn’t say anything else. She just stares at me with the weight of a thousand words in her eyes.
I want to read them all.
From the second I met her, I wanted to know her, all of her, even the parts that hurt.
“I don’t begrudge you that,” I tell her. “It’s who you are. You were stuck for so long, and now you need to…”
I glance around the clearing, searching for the right thing to say, and I notice the clump of ferns where we crouched and watched the wandering salamander scuttle away.
That was only two days ago. In this moment, it feels like two decades.
“You need to be a wandering salamander,” I finish.
Neavh balks. “I need to be what?”
“That salamander we saw,” I say, pointing over at the ferns. “They’re called that because no one really knows how they got here, only that they came from far away. You can find them here and in California, but not anywhere in-between. Well, actually, they’ve been found in parts of Washington, but nowhere in Oregon, and—”
I cut myself off, glaring down at the tips of my work boots as my cheeks heat up.
Now is not the time for animal facts.
“Anyway, that’s beside the point. What I mean is that you’re a wanderer. You’re on a journey, and unlike the salamander, I know yours doesn’t end here, and that’s okay.”
My voice trembles on the last word, and when I look back up at her, my body trembles too.
She’s watching me with that same look from when I talked about the salamander the other day, that soft, achingly tender expression—the same way she’d look at me when we laid side by side in bed all those years ago.
I sniffle, my vision going blurry as I blink back hot, thick tears.
“It’s okay,” I repeat. “It’s okay. It’s just…I…I…”
I take a step closer, then another, until we’re just a breath away from standing chest to chest.
I close my eyes.
“I still want you.”
I wait.
I wait for her to run. I wait for her to close the gap.
I wait for her to choose: distance or proximity. Safety or the unknown.
She hovers, and then her warm body presses hard against mine as her ragged whisper brushes my ear.
“I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anyone in the whole world, Clover Rivers.”
I keep my eyes closed, like I can hold us here, suspended in this moment, this in-between state, this purple haze before the dawn.
“I wish…I wish I could be different.”
She sounds so small, so lost. I feel a pinch deep in my chest.
Leaning in, I press my forehead to hers. I can hear her breathing. I can almost feel her heart.
“No one else makes me feel like this, Neavh. No one.”
Her breath catches. She tilts her head to brush the side of her nose along mine.
“I sh-should g-go,” she stammers. “I…”
“Stay.”
Guided by touch alone, I reach out and run my hands up her sides before hooking my fingers around the straps of her overalls.
“Stay today. Stay…stay for the summer.”
I hear the confusion in her voice when she says, “I am.”
“You know what I mean.” I tug on the straps, pressing us even tighter together. “I want…I want you…just for the summer.”
She gasps. “Clover.”
I shake my head, my forehead rolling against hers. I don’t want to give her time to think about this. I don’t want to give myself time to think about it either. I have no idea what I’m saying, what I’m suggesting, what I’m opening myself up to here.
I just know I don’t want her to go. Not yet.
“I know you can’t stay. I know that this time. I’m not about to fall in deep all over again. I’m just…not ready to stop yet.”
A soft moan, somewhere between pain and longing, catches in the back of her throat.
“I don’t…I don’t want to hurt you.”
“You already did.”
Her body goes rigid.
“And I hurt you,” I add, “but…here we are.”
She softens a little. “Back where we started.”
“Back where we started,” I echo.
Her fingertips ghost over my lower back, hovering for a moment before she wraps her arms around me.
“You really want this?” she murmurs. “You’re sure?”
That want is the only thing I’m sure of. Everything else is shifting, like tectonic plates deep beneath the ocean, but my need for this, for her body and her breath and the way she still makes me shiver when she says my name—that need is an island that sits still among the chaos.
“Yes,” I breathe.
That’s all it takes. I feel her hot breath on my lips, and then her mouth slants over mine.
We go slow this time, not moving except to sway a little as we clutch each other, like two trees with one trunk, branches entwined.
When I finally open my eyes, I’m greeted by Neavh and glittering afternoon sunlight.
The clouds have shifted just enough for a few dappled rays to break through the treetops. Before they can disappear, Neavh twirls a lock of my hair around her finger, watching the way the light plays across the strands as they unravel and fall back over my shoulder.
She strokes her finger down my cheek, her gaze darting over my hair, my eyes, my lips.
“Did you know,” she says as she leans in close to kiss me again, “that you turn to gold in the sun?”



  


Chapter 17  


Neavh


We nail and screw the afternoon away—literally. By the time dusk is settling in, we’ve got the whole platform finished. The bare wooden boards are cut to form a circular shape that looks like a UFO landing pad.
Clover comes out of the storage shed with a large duffel bag over her shoulder and a drill propped on her hip.
I had no idea ‘construction woman’ was a fantasy of mine, but with a smudge of dirt smeared across her forehead and her t-shirt knotted just above her midriff while her hair does its best to escape out of a lopsided ponytail, Clover looks like the definition of a hot mess.
“Hey, sexy,” I drawl from across the platform before pursing my lips and making kissing noises at her in my best attempt at playing the role of a cat-caller.
She quirks an eyebrow at me, and my face heats up as I wonder if I’ve taken the flirting too far, but then she pushes some of the hair out of her eyes with the cutest little bashful smile I’ve ever seen.
“Sexy? I’m drenched in sweat.”
I give her an ‘and the problem is?’ look before shrugging. “I rest my case.”
She presses her lips together to keep from smiling even wider, and my heart jolts like I’ve had my number called at the lottery.
“I have to take these back to the house to charge them,” she says, lifting up the drill and nodding at whatever else she’s stuffed in the duffel bag.
“Oh,” I say, fighting to keep my face from falling. “Right.”
A sinking sensation settles in my stomach as the ease between us fades, reality looming like the growing shadows of the fir trees.
We haven’t kissed again since that first time today, but we’ve joked and flirted and ‘accidentally’ brushed up against each other any time we’ve had the chance. We’ve made enough nail and screw puns that even the ferns growing around the worksite must be groaning.
Things have felt easy. Right. I’d forgotten the way she could make me feel comfortable and thrilled all at once, like sinking into a well-worn blanket that smells like home while you lay back to watch fireworks burst across the sky.
Now, though, those fireworks boom like rockets aimed straight at the bubble of delusion we’d built for ourselves these past few hours.
We have to leave these woods. We have to go back to the rest of our lives, with no guarantee that the agreement we’ve come to won’t dissolve and blow away in the wind the second we step onto the path.
“Do you, um, want some dinner?” Clover asks.
I gawk at her, sure I’ve misheard.
“Dinner?”
She nods, the corner of her mouth lifting at the sight of my dazed expression. “It’s almost eight, and we haven’t eaten. Trish had to go to some big meeting in the city, so of course she cooked a huge lasagna because she didn’t think we could feed ourselves. I already told Dad, Emily, and Kim to eat without me, but I’m sure there’s lots left, so if you’re hungry…”
I haven’t thought about food in hours, but at the mention of dinner, my stomach lets out a bellowing rumble to remind me I’ve done an entire evening of manual labor without even a snack.
Clover glances down at my stomach and giggles—literally giggles, like she’s bent on proving I have somehow managed to find both the sexiest and most adorable woman on the planet.
“Well, that answers that question,” she says. “Come on.”
She starts to lead the way up the path, but I linger, pulling on the flannel I brought with me in case the weather got cold.
She stops and looks back at me when she realizes I’m not beside her.
“Unless you don’t want to?”
She’s fighting to keep her tone light, but I can see the worry in her eyes.
“No, no, that’s not it,” I rush to assure her as I take a few awkward, stilted steps in her direction. “It’s just, uh, I couldn’t help but notice you’ve kind of been sneaking me in here—”
I pause when I see a flash of guilt cross her face.
“Which I totally get!” I add. “David has been giving me more input than I’d like about coming here. I get not wanting to tell anyone, so I just want to make sure…”
Her face softens, and she walks back over to me.
“You’re not a secret,” she says, her eyes boring into mine. “I haven’t told anyone, but that’s because I didn’t know how to explain…us. To be honest, I still don’t, but we are adults making our own choices, and I’m tired of this campground running my whole life.”
She gasps as the words leave her mouth, her eyes flaring wide.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” she says in a rush. I can’t tell if she’s trying harder to convince me or herself. “I just meant… It’s like you said. Everyone is going to have input about this, and I don’t feel like explaining it to them anymore. I can have one thing that isn’t everyone else’s business, right?”
She tugs her bottom lip with her teeth as she looks at me, like she’s scared I’m going to tell her she’s wrong.
“Clover.” I place my hands on her shoulders, my grip firm. “You can run your life however you want. It’s yours.”
I may not always be the best example of running my life well, but if there’s any wisdom I’ve gained from saying va t’en to the shit show that was my life back in Montreal and travelling the world instead, it’s that.
She closes her eyes for a second and then nods. “Yeah. You’re right.”
“So if you want me to come eat lasagna in your house even though your dad looks like he wants to serve my liver in a stew, let’s do that.”
She laughs so hard the shake of her shoulders travels all the way up my arms and jostles my shoulders too.
“He does not want to put you in a stew!” she says. “That’s just how his face looks.”
I raise an eyebrow. “So you’re saying he was happy to see me?”
“He was just…” She trails off and squints as she searches for the right word. “…Surprised.”
I bark a laugh and drop my hands from her shoulders. “Okay. Let’s go with that.”

“Hello?” Clover calls out.
The old log house’s door creaks as she steps inside. I wait just beyond the doorframe to see if anyone will answer.
Clover and I didn’t spend much time at this house the last summer I was here. The place was always bustling with people, and as two teenagers who couldn’t keep our hands off each other, the atmosphere was not exactly conducive to our needs.
Still, I’m hit with a wave of nostalgia as I peer inside.
The entryway looks the same: a haphazard pile of sneakers, boots, and flip-flops spilling off the shoe rack and out to where I’m standing on the weathered wooden deck. A kitschy cross-stitch hangs above the key rack stuffed with rusting keys to various parts of the campground, most of them labeled with peeling strips of masking tape to keep some semblance of order.
Newt is the first one to answer Clover’s call. He comes trotting down the hall, black tail wagging, and paws at her legs for attention while he stares up at her with adoration beaming from his eyes.
I’ve yet to encounter a single animal on this planet that doesn’t show some sign of affection for Clover Rivers. She’s like the Snow White of Vancouver Island.
When no one else follows up Newt’s greeting, Clover looks over her shoulder at me.
“They must all be—”
“Clo?”
She’s cut off by a woman’s voice coming out of the living room, and before I can brace for my second encounter with a Rivers family member today, Emily is striding down the hall towards us.
She looks the same too: angelic blonde hair done up in her signature military-grade ponytail, a shockingly pretty face, and an air of undeniable elegance despite her outfit of khaki shorts and a sun-bleached Three Rivers t-shirt.
“It is you,” she says. “Dad said you were out there with Neavh? What is going o—”
She falters when her gaze drifts past Clover to land on me.
So much for the exit plan I was contemplating. It’s too late to jump off the deck now.
“Oh.” Emily blinks. “Hi, Neavh.”
I raise my hand in an idiotic wave. “Hi, Emily.”
She looks between me and her sister a few times before Clover clears her throat.
“Neavh is helping me build the yurt.”
Emily bobs her head a few times, still darting glances at me like my presence here is so unlikely I might evaporate into thin air at any moment.
I’m starting to wish I could.
“Oh,” she says. “Oh, I see. Yes, that’s what Dad said. I just thought…”
She trails off, but all the reasons why Clover wouldn’t want to be spending time with me still hang in the air like noxious fumes while guilt and doubt wreak havoc on my empty stomach.
It seemed possible out there in the woods: one more summer with Clover Rivers.
Nothing more, nothing less.
A promise we could both keep.
The judgment in Emily’s eyes makes me see that promise for what it is: reckless. Irresponsible. Stupid, even.
I jerk with surprise when Clover grabs my hand.
“We’re getting some dinner now,” she says, tugging me forward until I’m standing next to her in the entryway. “There is lasagna left, right?”
She releases her grip on my fingers, but I can still feel the ghost of her touch. Emily is staring down at where our hands were joined just a second ago, her eyes wide.
Clover crosses her arms over her chest, her chin held high, and they have some sort of silent sister face-off I don’t have the experience to understand. A couple seconds later, Emily steps back to make room for us to pass.
“Of course. Trish made you a veggie section.” She gives me another sidelong glance and then does her best to smile. “Enjoy!”
I can hear more voices coming from the living room, but Clover leads us on a circuitous route through the dining room and into the kitchen that keeps us out of sight.
The voices turn to hushed murmurs as Emily’s footsteps return to the living room.
Clover rolls her eyes. “You see what I mean? I can’t do anything around here without everyone talking about it.”
I nod to acknowledge her frustration, but as she heads over to hunt through the fridge for the leftovers, I can’t help comparing this house to my own back in Montreal.
Maybe they talk too much here sometimes, but at least they talk.
The silence in my home after Charles died was like a heavy layer of dust that just got thicker and thicker as the years went by. It clogged everything: our ears, our throats, our eyes. It coated the house and everything in it until it felt like we were just ghosts wandering through a photograph of what our lives used to be.
Stuck. Trapped. Suffocating.
Choking on that dust until we might as well have died the day he died too.
That’s how little we were living.
The Rivers house might be loud and nosy and messy, but at least it’s alive. The whole of Three Rivers is blooming with life, pulsing with it, like this house is a heart pumping red-blooded joy into even the darkest of moments.
“Aha!”
I jump when Clover whirls around with a casserole dish in her arms. She sets the glass container down on the counter and rips the aluminum foil off the top.
“Is that enough for you?” she asks. “Looks like there’s only the veggie part left. Sorry about that.”
I step over to look at the wedge of lasagna she’s pointing at, which has a toothpick wrapped in a Post-It note stabbed through the center of the melted cheese. I read the words scribbled on the note and chuckle.
Clover’s vegetarian section- DO NOT EAT IF YOU ARE NOT CLOVER!!!
“Veggie is great with me,” I say, “although that note looks a little threatening.”
She laughs as she plucks the toothpick out and starts dishing the lasagna onto two plates. She pops one of the plates in the microwave and gives me a guilty look as the machine starts to hum.
“Do not tell Trish I microwaved this. She insists that her cooking only gets reheated in the oven. I’m just too hungry to wait.”
I slap a hand to my chest. “You have my word.”
My mouth waters as the scent of gooey, bubbling cheese begins to fill the kitchen.
“Damn. Microwave or not, I am very excited to try some of Trish’s cooking again.”
The microwave dings, and Clover removes the steaming plate to replace it with the second serving.
“She is a legend,” she says. “Did you hear about her big deal with the grocery store?”
I shake my head, and Clover fills me in on the details of Trish’s partnership to create a line of products with one of the biggest grocery store chains in the province.
“Holy shit,” I say once she’s finished. “That’s huge. I had no idea.”
Clover slides the second plate out onto the counter.
“Uh-huh,” she says while fishing through the cutlery drawer for some forks. “Turns out coming out is not the only new thing she’s got going on.”
“And here I was thinking things never change in River’s Bend,” I joke.
She gives me a look I can’t read as she hands me my plate and fork. I’m about to ask her what’s wrong when the sound of someone entering the kitchen steals my attention.
Emily walks in with a woman who can only be her girlfriend in tow. With a dark, shaggy pixie cut falling into her eyes, stacks of leather bracelets on her arms, an earful of silver piercings that match the bar in her eyebrow, and a men’s cut tank top tucked into her skinny jeans, she is quite possibly the biggest blip on my gaydar I have ever witnessed in real life—which is saying something, considering I spent half my teen years trying to sneak into bars in Montreal’s gay village.
“Oh, hey,” Emily says. “We didn’t know you were still in here.”
They very clearly knew we were still in here. The girlfriend is trying and failing not to stare at me like I’m the star feature of a travelling sideshow.
“This is Kim,” Emily says to me, “my girlfriend. Kim, this is… Well, this is Neavh.”
Kim sticks her arm out, and I do my best not to drop my lasagna as I give her hand a stiff shake.
“Hey, Neavh,” she says, with genuine warmth in her smile. “Nice to meet you. I’ve heard you’re from the city, just like me. Well, I’m from Toronto, but these people don’t really distinguish between any major metropolitan areas out east.”
“That’s because all the tourists act the same,” Emily sing-songs. “You’re all equally cocky and overconfident about your ability to survive in the woods.”
Kim steps back over to her and bumps her shoulder. “Yeah, but you love it.”
Clover is unphased by this display of sapphic bliss. She peers past the two of them and asks, “Where’s Dad?”
Emily sighs. “Out fixing something somewhere. He disappeared after dinner.”
Clover heads to the kitchen’s exit. Kim and Emily scooch aside to make way for her, and I decide I should probably follow in her wake.
“We’re going to eat on the deck,” she announces, her firm tone implying we intend to eat alone.
Kim wishes us bon appétit, and Newt follows us as we pad out onto the deck in socked feet to claim two Adirondack chairs. We set our plates down on the chairs’ wide arms. The deck’s railing is strewn with mini solar lights that have already lit up in the twilight, casting the space in a soft glow.
Clover massages her temples and groans. “Ugh, that was embarrassing.”
I chuckle. “It’s okay. It was nice to see them.”
She shoots me a disbelieving look. “Was it?”
“Okay, so it was a little awkward,” I admit, “but it was nice to see Emily again, and Kim seems great.”
Clover nods, “Yeah, she is. I’m glad Emily found her.”
We pause the conversation to eat a few bites of lasagna. Newt sits in front of Clover’s chair, drooling in anticipation of leftovers.
I doubt he’ll get any. The lasagna is so good my eyes are rolling back in my head, and all the hours of working outside have me hungry enough it’s a struggle not to scarf the whole plate down in two bites.
“You got me thinking,” Clover says, interrupting my ravenous feast as she sets her fork down on the edge of her plate.
“Oh yeah?”
“Mhmm. I’m thinking about how much has changed since the last time you were here. It’s easy to feel like it’s all exactly the same, especially now that we’re…”
Her gaze drops to my mouth for a second, and I hope to god I don’t have sauce splattered all over my face.
“Well, now that we’re…talking,” she finishes, “but it’s not the same, is it? Emily has basically taken over as head of Three Rivers. She’s got Kim. They’ll probably be engaged any day now, and I doubt Trish and Kennedy will be far behind. Plus, Trish is off being a culinary superstar, and Dad is…well, Dad is a lot better. It got…pretty dark around here for a while after we lost Mom.”
Before I can question whether it’s the right move, I reach over and grab her hand. She flinches with surprise, but when I try to pull away, she locks her fingers between mine and squeezes.
“I know what that’s like,” I murmur.
She nods. “I know you do. Besides my family, I don’t have anyone else in my life who gets it, but I know you do. I…I’m sorry I couldn’t understand about Charles before, about your parents.”
A stab of pain ricochets through my sternum, and my voice comes out hoarse when I tell her, “You don’t need to be sorry for that. I wish you didn’t have to understand it so well. It…it breaks my heart to know you understand.”
Maybe it’s too much to say, but its true. My chest feels like it’s caving in when I think about Clover facing the same sickening freefall into loss that I did.
She squeezes my hand again, and we sit in silence together, the weight of the past heavy on us both.
“Of course, it was horrible to lose Mom,” she says after a minute, her voice low, “but I don’t think anything could have prepared me for watching my dad just…fade after she died. It’s like all the colour just seeped right out of him. I was so scared.”
She shudders, and I’m hit with the urge to pull her onto my lap and wrap her in my arms. I want to cradle her. I want to stroke her hair the way I used to.
“Like I said, he’s doing better now, though.” She clears her throat and straightens her posture a little, jerking me back to the present. “Things are better.”
She gently pulls her hand away from mine and starts cutting up a few more bites of lasagna. I turn back to my plate and do the same, forcing myself to focus on the food so I won’t have to process what’s happening to me.
There’s a hot, itchy sensation crawling along my skin, and it feels disturbingly close to jealousy.
Things got better here. The Rivers family pulled through together, like families are supposed to do. Clover and her sisters got their dad through his dark moment. They were enough for him to find his way back to life.
I couldn’t be enough for my parents. I could only sit and watch them fade away until I couldn’t take it anymore.
Then I left.
I stab at my lasagna so hard my knife squeaks against the plate. I order myself to pull it together. The last thing Clover needs is me flipping out on her porch.
“So, what about you?” I ask after I’ve gulped down almost everything on my plate and can trust myself to keep the conversation casual.
She tilts her head. “Hmm?”
“You talked about the ways everyone else has changed. What about you? What do I need to know about the new Clover Rivers?”
She lets out a self-conscious chuckle and tucks a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”
It really should be illegal for her to be this cute.
“Come on,” I say, clucking my tongue. “You have to give me something.”
She buys herself some time by tossing a glob of cheese down to Newt before answering.
“Well, I have an undergraduate degree now. I’m on the path to becoming a real scientist.”
I scoff. “In my books, that already makes you a real scientist. In fact, I think you’ve known enough to be a real scientist since you were, like, ten.”
She laughs again. “That’s very kind, but I don’t know if academia shares your opinion.”
I hold back on telling her I don’t give a shit what academia thinks and wait to see if she’ll share more with me.
“Um, well…” She taps her fingertips against the arms of her chair. “I dated someone.”
My pulse kicks up, but I manage to keep my voice even. “Oh?”
“Yeah. I mean, I’ve casually gone out with a few people, but I seriously dated a guy for my whole second year of school.”
I concentrate so hard on staring at the closest string of solar lights that my vision starts to go fuzzy.
“And how was that?” I ask.
“It was fine,” she says. “Turns out we work way better as friends. We’re still pretty close. Well, at least we have been. He’s moving to the States for his Master’s, so I don’t really know how much we’ll keep in touch. A lot of my friends are leaving Victoria now.”
Her voice gets quieter, and a shadow passes over her face.
I’ve said goodbye to my fair share of fleeting friendships on the road, but I can’t imagine what it must be like to form actual bonds with people over the course of four whole years and then have to say goodbye.
I’ve kind of built my whole life around making it easy to say goodbye. There’s not much of a chance of disappointing people if they know you’ll be gone in a few weeks anyway.
“That must be tough.”
Clover nods and sighs. “It sucks, but I knew it was coming. It just feels weird that I’m going back while so many people are moving on.”
I wrack my brain for something to say as she tucks her knees up to her chest and chucks the last bite of her lasagna to Newt.
“What about you?” she asks.
“Me?”
“Yeah, if I have to talk about myself, so do you. Tell me about the new Neavh Beaudoin.”
I curse myself as my curiosity comes back to bite me in the ass.
“So, you’re a lesbian, not bi” she says when I don’t offer up any answers. “Did anything in particular lead to that revelation?”
You.
I clamp my jaw shut before the truth slips out.
Falling for Clover may not have been the only reason I figured that part of me out, but it sure helped things happen a lot faster. In the months and months I spent over-thinking that summer, I realized nothing I’d ever felt for guys came close to what it was like to be in love with a woman.
That’s way too intense to share with her now, though.
“Well, I really liked dating you,” I say, opting for a more casual take, “and then I kept liking going out with girls and growing more and more uncomfortable going out with guys. It got to the point where I realized I was only doing anything with men because I’d been conditioned to see that as the normal option.”
I draw air quotes around the word ‘normal’ and then shake my head as I think back on that time in my life. I can’t even imagine kissing a guy now, and I used to put myself through having sex with them.
“Comphet is a bitch,” Clover says with a sage nod.
I burst out laughing at her wise wizard voice.
“That it is, that it is.”
She presses her lips together before asking, “So, have you been in any relationships?”
I shake my head. “Just random hookups and a couple flings that lasted a few weeks. I never stayed anywhere long enough for more.”
She watches me for a few moments. Her eyes glint in the deepening darkness as the last traces of purple fade from the sky.
“You’ve been so many places,” she says, her voice filled with wonder. “So many countries. I mean, the things you must have seen. You’ve been all over the freaking world, and all by yourself too. That’s pretty incredible, Neavh.”
Her eyes light up even more, her voice going hushed with awe, and I have to look away.
I can’t stand to see her marvel at me. I can’t stand to see anyone look at me that way when they find out how much I’ve travelled.
It always makes me feel hollow inside, like I’m supposed to be filled to the brim with some mysterious, wondrous thing when all I’ve managed to find is a few drops.
“Lots of people do it,” I say with a shrug.
She taps the arms of her chair again before leaning closer. “Was it not what you wanted?”
I snap my head to look at her as she asks the question no one else has ever asked me—the one I’ve asked myself a thousand times.
“I…”
My voice dies in my throat. I cough and try again.
“It was incredible. It is incredible. There’s so much more I want to see. I just… Sometimes, I feel like I must not be doing it right. It’s supposed to change you, isn’t it? You’re supposed to come back this entirely different person. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I have changed. I have grown. Some stuff does feel better, but…”
I stare at the solar lights again, unfocusing my eyes until they form blurry starbursts like headlights on a rainy highway.
I shudder.
“That day in the parking lot at Riverview…I didn’t throw up because I skipped breakfast. I threw up because I hit a wet patch of road and almost lost control of the golf cart, and all I could think about was Charles. All I could think about was the accident. I haven’t freaked out like that in years, but I totally lost it. I was supposed to be getting better, but…maybe I’m just pretending. Maybe I’m stuck, just like my parents, and maybe it doesn’t matter how far I go or how much of the world I see. Maybe I’ll always be stuck as this fucked up, broken version of me.”
I blink, and the deck lights in front of me shift like a kaleidoscope, revealing a sifting series of images.
I can see all the nights I’d spend looking at old photos and videos of my brother, watching him pull stupid stunts on swing sets or do terrible impersonations of famous actors, and I’d wish with everything I had to reach in and pull him out of the screen.
I can see my mom sitting in front of the TV for hours and hours, flipping the channel every few minutes, her eyes out of focus.
I can see my dad locked behind the door of his office all day, a pile of dirty mugs collecting on his desk, flies buzzing around the stale splatters of coffee stuck to the ceramic.
I can see myself screaming in both their faces, begging them to get up, begging them to care, begging them to do something—even if it was just to hate me for all the names I called them and all the shit I put them through while getting in trouble around the city.
I see the day I gave up the fight. I see the day I went quiet too.
I see the day I told them I was quitting school and going to stay with my cousin. I see the last fight we ever had, all the bitter words and accusations, before they sank back into their seats and watched me go.
“You’re not.”
Clover’s voice rings out like a shot in the night. She’s barely spoken above a murmur, but I hear her words reverberate through my mind all the same.
I blink, and the blurry halos of light shrink and come back into focus.
Just lanterns.
Just little lanterns on a porch hundreds of miles away from the place I used to call home.
“You’re not broken or fucked up. You’re living, Neavh.”
She leans over to grab my forearm, squeezing me hard. Her palm is warm against my skin, an undeniable reminder that we’re both here. Now.
Alive.
“You haven’t just laid down and rolled over. You’ve seen the fucking world. You’ve backpacked Europe and Asia all by yourself. You’ve climbed mountains. You’ve swam in oceans. You’ve gotten swindled by a farmer while picking fruit in Australia, for god’s sake.”
She pauses to laugh, and I can’t help laughing with her, just for a moment, even as my heart thunders in my chest while I hang on her every word.
“You have stories, Neavh. You’ve had adventures, and maybe you’ve just been going through the motions sometimes. Maybe it hasn’t all been amazing, or maybe you’ve been too hurt to feel everything you hoped you would, but you’ve still done it. That counts for something. Don’t forget that, okay?”
Her face is blazing with sincerity. She shines so bright it almost hurts to look at her, but I don’t turn away. I watch her like a ship watches a lighthouse, like she’s a beacon cutting through the fog.
She gets up from her chair and comes to stand in front of mine, like what she has to say next needs to be said straight to my face.
“You’re alive, Neavh, and when I’m with you…I feel more alive than I ever have before.”
My breath catches, but Clover doesn’t falter. She leans forward to grip both my forearms, pinning my hands to the arms of the chair. Her face is just inches from mine now.
“You grabbed my hand and ran through the woods to strip down and kiss me in a river at sunset. You are an adventure, Neavh. You are a story, and you have so much left to tell.”
She softens just a little, just enough to give me a small smile. She glows like a lantern on a porch, like a reminder left out to tell the night that this place is safe and warm and welcoming.
This place is a home.
I pull her to me, grabbing her by the belt loops of her shorts and tugging until she tumbles onto my lap.
My lasagna plate flips and crashes to the deck with a clatter, but we don’t pause for an instant as we tangle ourselves together. Her knees straddle my thighs. Her fingers dig into my hair. I clutch the waist of her shorts with one hand and slide the other up the back of her shirt.
She leans in to kiss me, gasping at the moment our mouths crash together. Her grip on my hair tightens. I slip my hand under the band of her bra.
A muffled thump from somewhere in the house makes us snap apart. Clover jerks her head up, still straddling my lap, and I glance around the dark woods behind her.
We’re both panting. She’s pressed so close to me I can tell her heart is beating as fast as mine.
When no one comes barging out of the house, we lock eyes and slump with relief, both of us grinning.
“Probably shouldn’t do this here,” she mutters, shifting around to find her balance before she climbs off my lap.
“Yeah,” I say as I slide the straps of my overalls up from where they’ve slipped down my shoulders. “Probably right.”
She smoothes down the front of her shirt and then brushes her hair out of her face. She tugs her bottom lip between her teeth as she looks down at me.
A thrill shoots up my spine.
“What?” I ask. “What’s that look for?”
She shifts her weight from foot to foot. “Do you remember how we used to sneak out to see each other at night?”
My throat goes dry, and all I can do is nod.
She steps closer, until her shins bump up against mine.
“I want you to sneak out and meet me tonight.”



  


Chapter 18  


Clover


Ipull the truck over to the side of the dirt road a few meters away from David’s house. I shut off the rumbling engine but leave the headlights on as I pull out my phone.
Before I have a chance to send Neavh a text, I spot a flash of movement and look up to see her stepping out of the house. She inches the door shut behind her and then tiptoes off the small deck before darting down the driveway.
The glare of the headlights illuminates her like a stage show as she sprints towards the truck. She’s replaced her overalls with a tiny pair of denim shorts that are barely longer than the hem of her bulky black hoodie.
When she flings open the passenger side door, she’s grinning from ear to ear, and I realize I am too. My skin feels electrified, like the whole night is buzzing with a static current that sparks and hisses every time I move.
I turn down the pop station I have playing on the radio.
“Hey,” she says as she climbs into her seat.
“Hey,” I answer.
We both let out a huff of nervous laughter before she leans in close and drops her voice to a husky growl tinged with a very bad attempt at a southern drawl.
“What’s a nice girl like you doing at a place like this in the middle of the night?”
I snort and then clap my hand over my mouth, my cheeks burning. Neavh’s shoulders shake with the effort of holding her laughter in.
I peel my hand away and lower my voice too. “Who says I’m a nice girl?”
I expect her to laugh at me, but instead, her eyes flash with a dangerous gleam that has me squeezing my legs together in my seat.
“You gonna drive us somewhere, nice girl?”
I shiver, and I can barely keep my hands from shaking as I turn the key in the ignition.
We’re quiet as I turn the truck around. The silence between us is tense with anticipation, like every breath we take is laced with the promise of what’s about to happen next.
When I turn onto the highway and begin picking up speed, Neavh rolls her window down, and it takes all my concentration not to stare at the way the wind whips her hair around. The heady scent of night air hits my nose, and when Neavh sticks her head out the window and whoops loud enough to wake the whole town, I laugh and whoop right along with her.
I’m still sneaking glances at her by the time we reach Three Rivers, and I can feel her eyes on me as I lean my torso out the window to punch the manual entry code into the gate. When I glance back over my shoulder, I see her gaze is locked on my ass.
“See something you like?” I ask as I settle back into my seat.
“I see a lot of things I like,” she answers, her gaze sweeping over my face and then down to linger on my chest for a moment before landing on the hem of my skirt.
I showered and changed before picking her up. I was worried my little black skirt patterned with sunflowers might be overkill, but she’s staring at the bare skin of my upper thighs like she wants to rip my outfit off with her teeth.
I draw in a shaky breath and hit the gas pedal.
The clock on the dashboard says it’s almost one in the morning. Aside from a couple lingering bonfires sending up pillars of smoke as some night owl guests enjoy their last beers of the night, the campground is silent and still. I focus on keeping the truck at a crawl when what I really want is to floor it all the way out to the surprise I’ve set up for Neavh.
She hasn’t asked where I’m taking her, but the answer becomes obvious as I drive us out past the most remote block of campsites and up the narrow road to the yurt—or rather, what will eventually become a yurt but is currently a circular platform of wooden boards.
As we get closer, Neavh gasps and slaps her hands on the dashboard like she can’t believe her eyes.
“Clover,” she says, her voice breathless. “Mais non. No way. Is this real?”
I chuckle, my heart racing as I shut the truck off and kill the headlights.
“Of course it’s real.”
She looks back and forth between me and the windshield a couple times before scrambling out of her seatbelt and bolting over to get a better look at my set-up.
I had to wait until I was absolutely sure my dad was asleep before I could start piling supplies into the truck. Those supplies have now been arranged to turn what was an empty wooden platform into what I hope will be a luxurious escape under the stars.
I follow after Neavh and watch as she circles the perimeter of the platform, gasping and clapping every time she spots a new detail.
I cross my arms and grin. I did do a pretty great job. The platform is piled with blankets, pillows, and a thick, fluffy comforter. Battery-powered lanterns are dotted around the ground, and a few strings of pulsing mini lights adorn the supply shed. A cooler loaded with every type of snack I could find sits beside the platform, and a bottle of red wine ready to be poured into two waiting glasses is arranged on a wooden tray. I even managed to gather a handful of wildflowers in the dark and stuff them into an old mason jar to serve as a vase.
Neavh spins around to face me and claps both her hands to her cheeks. She looks so damn cute I can’t help but beam at her. Not many people get to see the sweet and giggly version of Neavh Beaudoin, and I swell with pride at being the one to bring that side of her out tonight.
“Do you like it?” I ask. “I know it kind of looks like how a sixteen year-old would prepare to lose their virginity. The lights are a little tacky, but it was short notice, and I—”
I’m cut off mid-sentence as Neavh bounds over and flings herself at me hard enough that she almost sends us both toppling to the ground.
I take a few hobbling steps backwards and manage to catch my balance. She’s got her arms wrapped around my neck, her face buried in my hair. I circle my arms around her waist and give her a squeeze while we stand there swaying.
“It’s perfect,” she breathes against my neck. “C’est ravissant. C’est comme un rêve.”
I brush my thumbs along the small of her back. “Oh wow. I earned some French. You must like it.”
She nods against me. “I love it. I said it’s like a dream.”
Before I can think better of it, I press my lips to her temple.
Kissing her there somehow feels more intimate than kissing her on the mouth. There’s a familiarity to it that makes it impossible to pretend we’re nothing but strangers falling into bed together for the first time in years.
Years may have passed, but I still know her. I still know what parts of her body I can touch to make her sigh. I still know the way the lines on her palms feel when I trace them with my fingertip in the quiet moments after we’ve made each other shiver and fall apart.
I still know she likes to be kissed on her temple when she’s scared.
“Are you okay?” I ask as she trembles.
“Yes,” she whispers. “It’s just…I missed you.”
I hesitate for a moment, but here in the dark, there’s no holding back on the truth.
“I missed you too.”
We loosen our grip enough to lean back and lock eyes. My body is thrumming with the urge to pick up where we left off on the deck earlier, but I wait.
We both do. It’s like the woods are whispering to us as the cool night breeze shifts through the branches high overhead.
They whisper a warning.
There will be no going back after this.
If we do this, I’ll be blowing up whatever last bits remain of the dam I’ve spent four years building—the dam that protects me from the memory of her. I’ll be letting the full force of Neavh rush through me again, and like rock worn down and reshaped by water, I will not be the same when she’s done.
She tenses in my arms, her forehead creasing as she watches the deliberation play out on my face.
“Clover,” she says, “if you don’t want—”
I don’t let her finish.
I dig my fingers into her hips and kiss her with all I’ve got. It’s the only way I can think to convince her how much I want.
I want her so bad I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I can barely see. Ever since she showed up in River’s Bend, I have wanted her in every moment—even the ones when I convinced myself I wished I’d never met her.
I’ve tried to reason with myself, but I want her without reason. I want her without sense. I want her despite the fact that we are swimming upstream every second we spend together, pushing against the flow of gravity itself like the salmon that swim up the rivers of this island every fall, hell-bent on returning to a place they only remember as a dream.
It’s like a dream.
Her words from a few minutes ago echo in my head as we continue to kiss like our lives depend on it. Her tongue brushes against mine, and her moans threaten to make me lose my last shred of concentration, but I still manage to back us up to the platform.
My attempt to gently lower her down to her back is foiled by our feet tangling together as the backs of her calves bump against the wood.
I twist as we fall, trying to break the brunt of the impact. We both end up landing on our sides with a hard thunk that knocks the wind out of me despite the cushioning provided by the blankets.
When I can breathe again, I realize Neavh is laughing.
I prop myself up on my elbow, clutching at my chest while I take a few heaving breaths.
“Smooth,” she says with a cackle. “So smooth.”
I push her onto her back and straddle her so fast her jaw drops and her eyes flare wide, like two full moons in the dim glow of the lanterns.
“How’s that for smooth?” I ask as I rock forward just enough to press my hips against hers.
I’m high on the thrill of teasing her, of owning her. Riding on top of her while she blinks up at me like she’d lay pinned there all night if I told her to, all I can think is that she’s mine.
I’ve never thought of her that way. I’ve never thought of anyone that way, but the sense of possession burns in my veins like a forbidden chemical.
She left, but she’s back, and now she’s with me. She’s under me, and I’m not letting her go.
Not tonight.
I rock my hips forward again, then again, and again. I find a rhythm, grinding into her as one word repeats in my head to the same frantic tempo.
Mine. Mine. Mine. Mine.
She closes her eyes, her neck arching as she cries out from the pressure. Her hands fist the blankets.
I plant my palms on either side of her head and keep rocking my hips. My hair falls around us like a curtain. I can taste the sweetness of her breath. I press my lips to the side of her neck, then trail them lower, inch by inch, as I slide the zipper of her hoodie down her chest.
When I reach her shoulder, I sink my teeth in.
Mine.
Her back arches under me, and she shrieks so loud I worry someone will come running. I start to pull back, afraid I’ve gone too far, but she grabs fistfuls of the back of my t-shirt and yanks me down on top of her.
“So good,” she gasps. “So fucking good.”
I kiss the place where I bit her, my tongue darting out to lick the red spot that will be a purple bruise by morning.
She shivers.
“Can you stay quiet for me?”
I’ve never heard myself sound like this before: threatening and soothing all at once, a hint of fire and a flash of ice in every word.
She nods and mumbles, “Mhmm.”
I sit up enough to finish unzipping her hoodie and then fling it open to reveal the plain white tank top underneath. I groan when I realize she’s not wearing a bra. Her nipples are hard peaks under the fabric.
I inch the tank top up her stomach. Goosebumps rise on her skin. I flick my gaze up to her face and see she’s got her eyes squeezed shut, her bottom lip caught between her teeth.
I shift her shirt up higher. My thighs tense on either side of her hips, and my chest heaves as I finally slip the shirt up over her breasts.
She makes a strained sound when the cool night air hits the bare skin of her chest, but she does what I asked and stays quiet as I lower my head and close my lips around one of her nipples.
She grabs handfuls of my hair, tugging hard as she squirms underneath me. I swirl my tongue, licking and sucking her as I stifle a groan.
She feels incredible, so soft and sweet and warm. My body is begging to feel more of her skin, to shed every layer between us so I can have all of her.
She whimpers when I lift my head, but her disappointment is replaced by a thrilled gasp when I start tugging off her hoodie. She shifts up off the blankets to help me, and I strip her until she’s naked from the waist up.
Then I grab the hem of my t-shirt where I’ve knotted it around my waist and tug it over my head. I pull my bra off next. Her gaze drops to my chest, her eyes going hazy.
She slides her fingertips up my legs, lifting the edge of my skirt. My thighs twitch. I let out a frustrated growl and push her down onto her back again.
I’m not letting her get at me until I’m finished with her first.
I shift so her legs are wrapped around my waist, my chest pressed against hers. The heels of her sneakers dig into my thighs, and I realize we haven’t even taken our shoes off yet.
I don’t stop. I don’t think I could stop for anything now.
I capture her mouth in a kiss that’s slower but deeper than before. I slip my tongue past her lips to taste her while I smooth her hair out of her face. She sighs and bucks her hips up against me.
“You taste good,” I murmur.
She smirks, her eyes still closed. “You haven’t tasted me yet.”
I shift my weight so I can slide one of my hands down between us and pop the button of her shorts.
She hisses.
I grab at the zipper next, tugging down until I can slip two fingers inside her shorts and stroke her over the fabric of her underwear.
She’s so wet I can feel it already.
I breathe out hard, dropping my forehead down to press against hers. She parts her legs even farther. I roll off her to lie on my side so I can get better access before I hook my fingers under the edge of her underwear.
“You want it?”
My voice is hoarse, and so is hers when she answers.
“Yes.”
I snatch my hand away so I can tug her shorts down to her knees. I don’t even bother pulling her underwear down; I just yank them to the side and then swear under my breath at the sight of her bare and dripping for me.
Mine.
I try to go slow. I try to tease her. I try to drag this moment out, but as soon as I feel her again for the first time, I can’t help plunging two of my fingers deep inside her.
She clamps a hand over her mouth, her body arching up, strained in a silent cry.
I forget how to breathe.
She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.
Then her muscles squeeze around my fingers like a vice, and I curse again before I start to fuck her.
There’s no other word for it. I slide my fingers into her again and again while she tears at the blankets, her feet kicking and sliding while her face twists with the effort of holding back all the sounds she’s desperate to make.
I’m desperate to hear her. I can’t tell what’s hotter: knowing she’s seconds away from giving in and moaning for me or knowing the only reason she’s silent now is because I told her to be.
I rip my gaze away from her face and stare down at my fingers instead. She’s practically soaked my whole hand. My throat goes dry at the sight, and I know she’s got me nearly as wet just from looking at her.
I have to taste her.
The thought is overpowering. I don’t think about the weird angle of my body or the fact that she’s not even completely naked yet. I just tug her underwear even farther to the side and hunch over her right then and there.
She stiffens when my tongue strokes her clit for the first time, all her muscles going rigid.
I freeze, panic rising as I wonder if I’ve gone too far, but when I twist my head to look back up at her face, I see she’s tensed up with the effort of fighting off a scream.
I lower my mouth again.
“Do it,” I murmur. “Let me hear you.”
I stroke my tongue over her again, then again, until she throws her head back and moans my name.
I feel the sound reverberate through my whole body, shaking me to my core.
“Oh my god, Clover,” she gasps a second later. “What are you doing to me?”
I keep going, desperate to hear her again.
“Goddamn,” I rasp between strokes with my tongue. “No one tastes as good as you.”
I groan with frustration as her underwear keeps slipping back into my way. After a couple attempts to push it aside, I sit up and motion for her to kick her shoes off as I tug the scrap of fabric and her tiny shorts the rest of the way down her legs.
I start to reposition myself between them, but she tugs on my skirt to stop me.
“No,” she says, her eyes half-lidded and her chest heaving.
I tilt my head. “No?”
She gives my skirt another tug. “I want to taste you too.”
I grin at her as a thrill shoots through me. “You can taste me when I’m done tasting you.”
She shakes her head, still panting. “Can’t wait. Need you now.”
I reach over to trail my fingers along her inner thigh. She shivers.
“You don’t want my mouth now?”
She sighs, squirming around like she’s fighting for self-control.
“I want to taste you while you taste me,” she blurts.
I go still. My skin burns as the image of what she’s asking for plays out in my mind.
“Y-you do?”
“Yes,” she says. “Please. Now.”
Her words spur me into action. I rip my shoes off and start to unbutton my skirt, but she grabs my arm to stop me again.
“Please can you keep that on?” she whines. “You look so pretty in that skirt.”
She doesn’t bother hiding the desperation on her face as she pleads with me. She’s vulnerable, laying there completely naked and doing nothing to disguise how much she needs me, and I can’t keep myself from facing the truth.
I need her too.
I leave my skirt where it is and slide my underwear down my legs instead. When I’ve flung them aside, I crawl into position on top of her, knees braced on either side of her ribcage with my palms planted beside her hips.
She’s still so wet, the smooth skin of her inner thighs glistening in the lantern light. I’m still admiring her when I feel the first swipe of her tongue.
I cry out, the sound guttural as my head drops forward and my back arches.
She keeps going, her strokes slow and gentle at first before her hands grip my thighs to pull me closer to her face.
She slides her tongue inside me, and I forget all about being quiet.
My legs shake, my vision dancing with flickering starbursts as she continues to fuck me with her tongue. The whole world goes hazy, desperate sounds bursting out of me to echo through the clearing. I know somewhere in the back of my mind that we really will get discovered if I keep making this much noise, but I don’t know how to stop.
Then I remember I’m supposed to be tasting her too.
I lower my head, and I eat her pussy with a vengeance while she fucks mine with her tongue.
Its feral and raw and deliciously vulgar. It’s fuelled by four long years of anger and pain and frustration, all transmuted into this burning need that singes through us both like a forest fire, incinerating everything it touches, leaving only ash and glowing coals in its wake.
The fire heals us. The fire cleanses who we are and who we were, leaving nothing but the possibility of who we could become.
“Clover.”
She cries my name once, twice, and tenses underneath me.
I keep going, putting every ounce of concentration I have left into maintaining my pace as she comes.
She doesn’t stop saying my name. She says it over and over and over, the sound fading into a murmured chant as she shakes and writhes before finally going still.
I sigh, twisting my head to rest it against her thigh while we both fight for breath. I hear the breeze rustle through the trees, feel the chill of it on my bare skin.
I climb off her, settling onto my back beside her to give us a break, but she’s not having it. She slides down between my legs, her movements sluggish and her eyes still hazy with satisfaction.
“Neavh,” I say, reaching down to stroke her hair. “You don’t have to. I—”
“I want to make you come in my mouth.”
She lays one palm across my stomach, pinning me in place, and any further protests die in my throat.
I swallow and let my head drop to the blankets. She kisses one of my inner thighs and then gets back to work.
She uses her fingers and her tongue this time, and it’s only a couple minutes before she’s found the perfect combination of movements to have me gasping and squirming for her.
“I’m going to come,” I pant. “Fuck, I’m going to come.”
She mutters something in French, and even though I’ve got no idea what the words mean, the sound alone makes me twitch and thrust my hips up.
“Come for me,” she says. “Come for me now.”
Her tongue goes back to stroking my clit, and I only last another second before I fall apart for her.
The treetops spin above my head, the lights I’ve strung up glittering like stars as my vision goes out of focus. My back arches. I claw at the blankets and then stuff the corner of one in my mouth to muffle my scream.
By the time I come back down from the high, Neavh is lying on my chest, protecting me from the chill of the night air while I tremble.
My body feels weak and woozy, but I find the strength to wrap my arms around her.
She presses her lips to my collarbone.
I press mine against her temple.
An ache swells deep in my ribcage.
Mine.
It’s the only thing I can think as I continue to hold her, waiting for my breathing to even out.
Mine.
At least for tonight.



  


Chapter 19  


Neavh


“Morning, cousin!”
I stroll into the kitchen of David’s house, humming as I pop the fridge open and sway my hips from side to side as I crouch down to look for some breakfast.
David grunts a greeting from where he’s engrossed in his phone over on the couch.
I pop up with a carton of eggs in one hand and a jug of orange juice in the other, still humming as I pour myself a glass and get started on scrambling.
The juice tastes delicious. Life tastes delicious. Everything about this morning is delicious, from the sunlight filtering through the window next to the stove, to the crows cawing up in the trees, to the way I can still feel the sting of Clover’s bite on my shoulder where I’ve covered it up by tossing a sweater on over my pajamas.
My face gets hot as I think back to that moment—and all the moments that came after it.
I keep myself hunched over the pan of bubbling eggs like they’re the most interesting thing in the world as I try to wipe the grin off my face.
The grin remains. It’s impossible not to grin when I feel like I’m floating. I’m pretty sure my feet haven’t touched the floor since I climbed into Clover’s truck last night.
Anything can happen.
It’s the phrase I can’t get out of my head. I thought it for the first time as she was driving me home at almost four in the morning, and it played in my dreams as I slept.
When I showed up here a month ago, I thought the best thing I could hope for was a quiet summer spent staying out of Clover’s way. I thought the most that would happen between us were a few steely glares shot my way and maybe a few choice curse words muttered under her breath.
I thought I’d run out of chances. I thought I’d blown the only one I’d ever get to bits. Even when she agreed to let me help her with the yurt, I thought we were just thawing a layer of ice between us. I thought that under the ice, there’d only ever be cold, hard stone formed from all the ashes of the explosion I made when I left.
I was wrong, though. Under the ice, there was still fire. We still burn. We still shine.
I think back to the way Clover wrapped her arms around me and let me curl up on her chest when we finished last night, and my grin turns into a beaming smile.
We still glow.
The whole summer has changed now, like a seismic shift Clover could describe in way more scientific terms than me. The space between us has cracked and crumbled, and now we’re careening towards each other full force.
Anything can happen.
I whip my head around when David sighs. I forgot all about him on the couch.
He’s still peering at his phone, two creases forming between his eyebrows as he glares at the screen.
“Trouble in paradise?” I quip.
He blinks and looks up. “Huh?”
I nod at the phone and twirl my spatula in the air as I sing-song, “Are you texting Lawwwww-nie?”
He turns his glare on me instead of the phone. I should probably knock off the annoying little cousin routine, but I’m still pumped up on giddiness from the high of last night, and his reactions to this whole Lonnie situation are too funny to resist.
Plus, maybe some of my ‘anything can happen’ energy is just what he needs to finally ask her out.
“I am not texting Lonnie.”
His somber tone combined with his deadpan glare makes me snort.
“Right,” I say before taking a pointed sip of my orange juice. “Well, if you are texting Lonnie, I think today would be a great day to ask if she wants to meet up at the ice cream shack. I just feel it in the air, you know? I think this is your shot.”
His expression doesn’t lighten. Instead, he sets his phone down on the coffee table with the careful deliberation of someone who’s weighing their every word.
When he looks back up at me, there’s an eerie blankness to his eyes.
“I’m not texting Lonnie,” he repeats. “I’m texting your mom.”
The spatula drops from my hand and lands on the floor with a clatter, spraying egg bits all over the bottom of the cupboards.
My spine turns to ice, my throat filled with a lump that makes it impossible to ask him what the hell he’s talking about. Blood rushes in my ears, and I grab the edge of the counter for support.
“Neavh, did you not even tell them you left Australia?”
His tone implies he already knows the answer. He gets up and comes to stand at the edge of the kitchen with his arms crossed over his chest.
“She sent me a text asking if I’d heard from you lately.” His face still has an unnerving blankness to it as he looks me over. “I told her you’ve taken to sleeping through the morning since you’re working at the bar, but that I’d have you message her when you woke up. She had no idea what I was talking about.”
I swallow, forcing the lump back down my throat, and whirl around as the scent of burning eggs begins to fill the kitchen.
I yank the pan off the hot burner, but it’s too late. My breakfast is ruined.
“We don’t talk much.”
My voice is low, almost a grumble. I turn back around to face him and cross my arms to mimic his pose.
“Neavh, you at least need to tell them what continent you’re on.”
I shrug. “Why?”
He tilts his head. “Because they’re your parents? And they care about you? Your mom was worried, Neavh. She said they haven’t heard from you in months and that you won’t answer their calls.”
I fight not to roll my eyes. “I change phone numbers a lot. They know that. If they really wanted to get in touch, they’d figure it out.”
“Neavh.”
The stony wall of disapproval David has been trying to keep up crumbles. His face creases, and he shoves a hand through his hair while he blows out a long breath.
“She really sounded worried. I think you should call her, or at least text her, or something.”
I can feel the frustration boiling up inside me, and I know it’s only moments away from erupting into anger. I brush past him and stride into the living room, heading all the way over to the window so I can stare out at the soft yellow light filtering through the treetops in the hopes of regaining even a scrap of the magic I felt just moments ago.
Nothing comes. I might as well be staring at a screensaver on a computer. That’s how cut off I feel from the scene outside, like just the mention of my family has sucked me straight back to Montreal.
“I’m not going to do that,” I say, fighting to keep the bite out of my tone. “She knows I’m fine now, so what would the point be? If I call her, all she’s going to do is tell me I’m wasting my life and that I need to come home and get a degree and a career and stop being a disgrace to the family.”
I hear David step up behind me, but I keep my gaze pinned to the window.
“She’s called you a disgrace to the family?” His voice is soft, but I can hear the shock hiding behind his gentle tone.
“Not in so many words,” I admit. “They just… They want me to be something I’m not, David. They want me to be something I can’t be. I’ve tried, okay? I’ve fucking tried, but I’m just…I’m not him.”
The pane of glass in front of me blurs, and my voice sounds like it’s coming from far away, so far away I don’t even feel like it’s me talking as the words continue to pour out of me.
“I’m not enough to…to bring them back. They just sit in that house all day. They go through the motions, but they’re gone. They checked out when Charles died, even though I was right there. I was right in front of them the whole time, and it didn’t matter how hard I tried in school or how hard I worked around the house or how many things I tried to do for them. The only time they ever seemed to snap out of it was when I did something bad.”
I shake my head to clear out the rush of memories that threatens to swallow me whole. I raise one hand and press the pads of my fingers to the window.
The glass is cool and smooth. The glass is solid. Real.
I’m here. I’m not there. I’m here.
After taking a deep breath, I turn around and face David.
“So no, I’m not going to call them when I know damn well that nothing has changed.”
He watches me for a moment, pain lining his face, and then opens his mouth like he’s about to speak, but I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want an argument. I just want this conversation to be done.
“I’m the leftover child, okay, David?” I spit out. “That’s who I am to them. That’s why I left.”
That’s why I left her too.
The thought creeps into my mind like black sludge threatening to choke my airways.
I left Clover because I couldn’t believe I’d ever be good enough for her when I wasn’t even good enough to save my own parents.
Suddenly, it’s like all the oxygen has been sucked out of the house. My head spins.
If nothing has changed with them, why would anything have changed with Clover?
The voice in my head is scratchy and raw, like claws raking over the surface of my brain.
I press my fingertips to my temples.
“I need some air.”
Before David can stop me, I storm past him and flail for my wallet and keys beside the door before sprinting out into the yard.
Like an animal caught in a trap, I whip my head from side to side, everything a panicked blur as I hunt for a way out.
“Neavh, wait!”
The sound of the door slamming echoes through the quiet morning as David runs out after me.
My heart is beating so fast I can feel a vein in my neck pulsing. There’s still not enough air. I need to move.
Without processing what I’m doing, I head for the golf cart. I swing myself into the driver’s seat, but my shaking hands won’t fit the key in the ignition. I curse when it falls from my fingers and onto the floor.
David has caught up with me. Panting, he grabs onto one of the poles supporting the golf cart’s roof.
“Neavh, wait,” he says as I try and fail to grab hold of the fucking key. “We should talk about this. You can’t go around feeling like this for the rest of your life. We can figure it out, okay? I can try talking to them. We can—”
“No.”
My fist closes around metal, the edge of the key digging into my palm.
“I don’t want to, David. I’m done. They need me to fix something that’s broken in them, and clearly, I. Can’t. Do. It.”
I squeeze the key harder and then gasp at the sharp sting of pain when the serrated edge threatens to slice my palm. Like a twisted parody of a blooming flower, I open my hand to reveal the key and the angry red welts I’ve pressed into my own skin.
David doesn’t seem to notice. He keeps talking as I wait for the sting to subside enough for me to try the ignition again.
“That’s not what I meant,” he urges. “You don’t need to do that, okay? You don’t ever need to fix anyone. I just think if we tried to talk about this, then—”
I can’t hold it in anymore.
A frustrated scream bursts out of the back of my throat.
David is stunned. He releases his grip on the cart and takes a step back.
My shoulders heave as I suck in a few shuddering breaths.
I don’t want to be this person. I don’t want to sit here literally screaming at my cousin who’s been nothing but kind to me all summer, but if he says one more word about calling my parents, I know I’m going to try flipping this golf cart on its head.
He doesn’t get it. He doesn’t realize there’s no use. Nothing is going to change.
I gave up. I left. I failed.
After a few more breaths, I manage to get the key in the slot, but I hesitate instead of pressing the gas pedal.
It’s another few seconds before I can look at David again.
“Just leave it, okay?” I say “Just pretend she never texted you and forget it. Please.”
He doesn’t agree. Instead, he moves closer and grabs the pole again, trapping me.
“Where are you going?”
Frustration licks at my skin like flames.
“I don’t know, okay?” I snap before I can stop myself. “Obviously not very far in a fucking golf cart.”
I have to drop my eyes in shame as soon as the words leave my mouth.
He deserves better than this. He might not understand, but he is trying to look out for me.
He might be the only person in my whole family who’s able to do that.
“I’m sorry.” I force myself to meet his gaze again. “I’m going to go, uh, I don’t know, clean stuff at the bar. I just need to get out of here.”
He looks at me for a long moment before he nods.
“Okay.” He releases his grip and stuffs his hands in his pockets instead as he backs away from the cart. “Be safe, okay?”
I nod back and press my foot to the pedal.
“Okay.”

By the time the lunch rush has cleared out, I’m covered in sweat and a variety of food stains. My dramatic exit from David’s place this morning didn’t give me a chance to grab a hair elastic, so I’ve got one of Connor’s signature bandanas knotted around my head to complete my look.
I use the bottom of my shirt to wipe some of the grease off my face and plop onto one of the bar stools. My feet sing with relief as I take my weight off them for the first time in hours.
“Jesus,” I say as Connor walks by holding a tray loaded up with empty pint glasses. “David wasn’t kidding when he said this place would pick up in the summer.”
Now that it’s almost July, the tourists are passing through town in droves every day. The lunch rush is still nothing compared to this place on a Saturday night, but I’ll be walking out of here today with a nice stack of tips.
I’ve been so busy I haven’t had much of a chance to breathe, never mind think, which is exactly the kind of shift I needed after this morning.
“It’s boomin’!” Connor says, bobbing his head to the rock music on the speakers.
We both flinch at the squeak of the front door opening.
“Aw, shit,” Connor mutters. “Looks like your five second break is done. Good luck, soldier.”
He heads off to the kitchen, and I hop to my feet to greet the straggler.
“Hey there! Can I get you a—”
The wind gets knocked right out of me when the customer turns from pulling the door shut and I get my first look at her face.
“Hey!”
Clover beams at me, and I feel like I’m staring straight into the sun. Everything else gets wiped away as she brushes her gleaming copper hair over her shoulder and walks over to me, the blue mini lights behind the bar casting a faint glow on her cheeks.
“I tried texting you, but you weren’t answering. I forgot you’d be working.”
She hovers, shifting her weight from foot to foot when all I do is continue to stare at her. I open my mouth to say something, but no words come out.
What are you supposed to say when someone knocks the entire orbit of your world off-kilter with nothing but the word ‘hey’ and a smile?
I can’t stop thinking about the way she made me burst into a million pieces last night and then held me in the dark as she pressed them all back together like stardust forming a new planet.
As I look at her gorgeous face, I realize this summer has now been split into two halves: before last night, and after.
There’s no going back to how we were.
“I feel kind of silly.” She tugs her bottom lip between her teeth and glances down at the floor. “I should have just waited for you to answer, but I’m on a late lunch break, and I wanted to see you, and before I knew it, I was in the truck. I was heading to David’s place, but then I saw your sweet ride in the parking lot.”
She chuckles and tries to sound breezy, but I can hear the nerves edging her voice.
I really need to at least say something.
“You’re pretty,” I blurt.
Clover’s eyes go wide. “O-oh?”
My face flames. I reach to shove my hair behind my ears out of habit before I realize it’s already held back by the bandana. My arm drops awkwardly to my side.
“Uh, sorry. I don’t know why I said that.”
A beat of silence passes, and my cheeks get even hotter.
“I mean, wait. I do know why I said that. I said it because you are pretty. I just mean that was maybe an inside thought?” I babble. “I mean, not that I don’t think I should say you’re pretty. You definitely deserve to hear you’re pretty. I just—”
“Neavh.”
She cuts me off with a soft smile and then leans in to give me a quick peck on the cheek, so fast I almost can’t believe it’s happened.
Her cheeks go pink, and she glances around the bar to make sure the handful of customers left are still engrossed by their food, but she doesn’t stop smiling.
“Thanks.” She nods her chin at me. “You look cute in that bandana, which is not something I’ve ever said to anyone before.”
We both chuckle. I gesture at the closest bar stool and ask if I can get her anything.
She shakes her head. “I can’t stay long. I just wanted to pop in and follow up on my text.”
“Oh, shit. Your text.” I start patting my pockets down and then remember my phone is in the back room. I’m about to dash away when I notice Clover is laughing at me.
“Neavh, I’m right here. I can just tell you what it said.”
I pause mid-step. “Oh. Right.”
She laughs again, and a very creepy part of me wishes I could record the sound. Even when she’s laughing at me, she has one of the cutest laughs in the world.
“I wanted to know if you and any of the staff here would be interested in coming to a Three Rivers staff party next week. It’ll be low-key.” She pauses and then shakes her head. “Well, as low-key as you could expect a Three Rivers staff party to be. We’re doing the usual: bonfire, marshmallows, bad guitar covers, and a huge tub of beer. It’s on Monday, since that’s usually the least busy night at the campground.”
I short-circuit all over again.
She wants me to come to a party. Granted, she did just invite the entire staff of the bar too, but she asked me.
She wants me at her home, with her coworkers and her family. She wants to spend time with me. She wants me around.
“Of course!” I shout, my voice way too loud for the bar. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
“Great!” she says.
We smile at each other like idiots for a few more seconds before she glances over her shoulder out the window and sighs.
“I should probably get back to work now.”
“Oh. Right.” I put all my concentration into sounding casual. “Of course. Me too.”
“You’ll text me?” she asks, the nervousness back in her tone.
I bob my head and give up on playing it cool as I say, “There is nothing I would like to do more than text you.”
She giggles, and then, in another flash of movement I can barely process before it’s over, she gives me a peck on my other cheek before spinning around and marching out of the bar.
I raise my fingertips to my cheek and watch as her truck pulls out of the parking lot a few seconds later.
It’s only when she’s out of sight that I remember this morning at all.
You really think you’re not going to fuck this up again?
That grating, rusty voice speaks up before I can even try to smother it into silence.
You really think you could be enough for that girl?
I hunt for a tray to stack up a load of glasses from a recently vacated table, willing the menial task to dull my mind into submission, but the voice won’t shut up.
She deserves the world. You can barely even give her a summer. Did you really think this would work out okay?
I search for a comeback, for a reason that’s not fair, but the truth is there is no reason.
There is no answer.
The truth is the voice is making sense.



  


Chapter 20  


Neavh


Ispend the drive out to Three Rivers sandwiched between Lonnie and David on the bench seat of his truck.
A week ago, I would have found this hilarious. I would have been driving him crazy making loaded comments and stupid jokes, but today, I sit in silence as the punk anthem playing on the radio serenades us. He’s tried bringing up the subject of my parents another two times since my mom texted him, like my requests that he knock it off don’t matter at all.
If Lonnie picks up on the tension between us, she doesn’t say anything about it. Instead, she reaches for the volume knob and makes a face at David.
“What the hell is this angsty white boy crap?” she asks.
He gasps. “It’s The Offspring! It’s a classic!”
That at least has me fighting back a laugh. For some reason, David has never been able to get enough of angsty white boy music.
Lonnie shakes her head and starts flipping through radio stations while David squawks in protest.
“It’s not a classic in my books, biker boy.”
The two of them get lost in a round of banter despite the fact that they’re literally speaking over me where I’m perched between them, but I sink into the background without complaint.
I’d rather they were both distracted from the way my knees are bouncing with more and more nerves the closer we get to the campground.
I haven’t seen Clover since four days ago, when she came into the bar to invite me to tonight’s party. We’ve had a couple text conversations every day since, but they haven’t been enough to dispel the sense of unease that sits in my stomach like an ever-present glob of thick sludge.
I thought this summer could be enough. I thought I knew what we were getting into.
I didn’t know she’d make me feel so much so fast, like the past four years of my life were a blank colouring book, nothing but outlines and shadows. In just a matter of weeks, she’s spilled a rainbow of ink on every page.
“Damn,” Lonnie mutters. “Did they invite the whole town?”
We’ve pulled up behind a line of four other cars waiting to get through the gate into the campground—which, by River’s Bend’s standards, is in fact a notable portion of the town’s population.
I refrain from joking that everybody else must have brought dates along too; David’s reaction would be priceless seeing as he’s told me at least five times that Lonnie is only coming along as his ‘friend,’ but my stomach is doing back-flips now that we’re so close to the party. I cross my arms and focus on not throwing up.
I don’t know what’s going to happen when I see Clover again, not after I’ve spent the past three nights tossing and turning while my brain tries to convince me what we’re doing is wrong.
David follows the line of cars along the route to the main house. There are already so many people here we have to park at the end of a trail of vehicles lining the side of the road and make the rest of the trek on foot.
Technically, these parties are only supposed to be for campground staff. Clover made a big leap of faith inviting everyone from the bar; once word got out, anyone who got even a whiff of a Three Rivers party happening tonight was sure to jump in their cars and head over, invitation or not.
I can hear the thump of the bass pumping out of a stereo system as we approach the house, along with the chatter and laughter of dozens of voices. Dusk has only just started to set in, but there’s enough darkness for a few strings of solar-powered fairy lights in the trees to flicker on.
“Are you meeting Clover?”
I jerk with surprise when David says her name out loud.
We haven’t talked about Clover at all since he got those texts from my mom. Before that, he was teasing me about the yurt project as much as I’d been teasing him about Lonnie, but we’ve both replaced our jokes with tense silence now.
“Uh, yeah, I guess,” I say, pulling my phone out of my pocket to let her know we’ve arrived.
The house’s porch is packed with people sipping beers and eating snacks off paper plates, but I know the main event will be around back, where a giant fire pit awaits. Judging by the lack of smoke in the air, they’ve yet to do the ceremonial lighting signifying the official start of the party.
“Would you like a drink?” David asks Lonnie.
“Duh,” she says. “You think I came here for something other than the free booze?”
I smirk down at my phone. I appreciate just how much this woman gives him a run for his money.
The two of them take off, but I hang back and say I’ll wait by the house for Clover. I watch Lonnie’s jet black hair sway against her back as she walks just a couple inches closer than a friendly distance beside David.
I’m still smirking when I hear my name being shouted from the porch. I look over and see Clover barreling through the crowd to get to me.
I freeze and burn all at once when I see what she’s wearing.
It’s that little skirt with the sunflowers on it, the one she wore when she picked me up in the middle of the night.
The one I asked her to keep wearing while I made her come on my tongue.
“Câlice,” I hiss as I watch the thin fabric flutter against her thighs while she jogs over.
As she gets closer, I notice she’s got two little plaits braided into her otherwise loose hair. Her t-shirt has a deep scoop neck that’s probably going to be my cause of death by the end of the night.
“Hey,” she says.
Her eyes are literally sparkling. I know it’s just the product of the fairy lights twinkling in the tree behind me, but the effect makes her look like some sort of luminous forest elf transported from an ethereal realm.
“Hey,” I answer, my voice squeaking like a pre-pubescent boy talking to his crush.
“I’m happy you came,” she says, tucking one of the tiny braids behind her ear. “Also, did I just see David walk by with Lonnie?”
I’m still savoring the rush of her saying she’s happy to see me, and it takes me a second to process her question.
“Oh,” I say, glancing over to where David and Lonnie have disappeared around the back of the house. “Yeah. He says they’re just here as friends.”
We both crack a laugh at that.
“Wow,” Clover mutters. “David and Lonnie. Look at him go, snagging a hot older woman.”
I chuckle. “I think if you described Lonnie as being snagged to her face, she’d punch you, or at least verbally decimate you.”
Clover tips her head back and lets out one of her adorable laughs.
“You are so right,” she says. “I’ll have to be careful when the two of them get around to admitting they’re more than friends.”
The sounds of the party continue around us: laughter, clinking glasses, shouts and whoops, all of it playing over the backing track of the sound system booming out old school pop hits. More people are still trailing up to the house every minute, most of them staff members geared up in Three Rivers shirts and hoodies. I recognize a few of the bar staff as well as some of the more prominent local personalities. I’m pretty sure some of the campground guests have also snuck over to see what the festivities are about, even though this is technically a staff only zone.
For a moment, I feel like I’ve stepped back in time, like I’m at my very first Three Rivers party four summers ago, listening to the same sounds, smelling the same mix of fir needles and damp earth, and sweating with nerves as I struggle to come up with something interesting to say to the most stunning woman I’ve ever met.
It’s like nothing has changed.
The thought has only just entered my mind when it’s countered by that awful, raspy voice I’ve been hearing way too much of the past few days.
Everything has changed. You ruined it. You’ll ruin it again.
An acrid taste fills my mouth, and I fight to keep a grimace off my face.
“Are you okay?”
Clover is peering at me with concern in her eyes. Guilt twists in my stomach.
She invited me to this party so we could have fun. She wants someone she can enjoy spending time with. She wants a fun, sexy summer together before we go our separate ways.
She doesn’t need me freaking out on her in front of literally everyone she knows.
“I’m great!”
Even I can tell how forced my cheer sounds, but I keep a strained smile plastered on my face anyway.
The concern doesn’t leave Clover’s face.
“Do you want to come check on the animals with me?” she asks after a moment. “I was about to head over to Emily’s place. That’s where we’re keeping them tonight. I just want to make sure they’re all right before the fire gets started.”
Despite all my nerves, my chest still swells with tenderness. Of course her top priority at a giant party is the animals.
“I’d love that,” I say.
We head up the path to Emily’s tiny A-frame, which is only a couple minute’s walk from the main house. The trees provide a sound barrier, and by the time we’ve reached the front door, it feels like we’ve left the party miles behind us.
Newt launches himself at us before Clover has even got the door fully opened.
“Hey, boy,” she coos, squatting down in the doorframe as he whines and beats his tail while trying to crawl into her lap.
He comes over and bonks my legs with his head a few seconds later, demanding tribute in the form of pets. I happily pay the price, and Clover calls for him to follow her as she leads the way inside. I shut the door behind me and watch as Clover scans the room before heading for the staircase up to the loft.
“Jinx has probably claimed the whole loft for herself,” she calls over her shoulder. “I’m just going to check that she’s there.”
I take the time she’s gone as an opportunity to look around the house. I’ve only been in here once before, and the place has come a long way. Emily has renovated the tiny kitchen and put her designer’s touch on everything, but she’s managed to blend her modern style with the rustic features like the plank walls and vintage woodstove.
As I admire a large watercolour painting on the wall above the couch, I wonder what it would be like to have a home like this—a tiny little building filled with everything you love.
The only things I’ve had for years are what I can fit in my backpack. No paintings or vases or throw pillows. No mementos besides key chains or stickers on my laptop.
I’ve traded all that for the ability to pack up and run whenever I need to, to strap my whole life on my back and just leave.
“Ugh, that cat is so sassy.”
Clover’s grumbling voice pulls me out of my thoughts as she comes galloping down the stairs, the house creaking in her wake.
“She’s fine, though,” she adds as she walks into the living room and bends down to give into Newt’s demands for yet more pats. “She’s probably keeping herself busy terrorizing this poor innocent pupper.”
She starts babbling doggy talk to Newt as she plops into a seat on the floor beside him. He continues staring at her with adoring eyes and a panting grin, even as she lifts both his ears up to make him look like a rabbit and asks if he wants a carrot.
The scene is so sweet I have to look away.
These are the kinds of moments that made me fall in love with her the first time.
I walk over to stare out the window above Emily’s small, round dining table instead. The sky is still lit with the last purple traces of the sunset, but the thick canopy of trees has already turned the forest into an inky landscape of shadows and mist.
“What are you thinking?”
I jump when Clover speaks from right behind me. I was so zoned out I didn’t even hear her get up off the floor.
“Oh, um…” I glance at her and then turn back to the window as she steps up beside me. “I was just thinking Emily has a great view.”
“That’s not what you were thinking.” She lets out a soft huff of laughter before her tone turns serious. “You seem a little off tonight. Anything you want to talk about?”
Her voice is gentle and reassuring, like I really can tell her anything. Before I can consider how much I should hold back, the words are tumbling out of my mouth.
“I was just thinking about how I haven’t really called anywhere home in a long time. Sometimes I think it would be nice to have a place like this.” I sweep my arm out to indicate the room around us. “But then I think about how weird it would feel to have more than just a backpack after I’ve been living that way for so long.”
She flashes me a grin, shifting to face me as she props her hip against the table.
“Like the wandering salamander.”
I chuckle and then fix my gaze back on the window. It’s easier to put this into words when I’m not staring straight at her.
“Yeah,” I agree. “I’ve definitely lived the wanderer life. I just…I mean, I wonder why the salamanders left in the first place? I wonder how much that matters. Sometimes I feel like maybe I’m just going through the motions. I know I want to be travelling. There’s still so much more of the world I want to see, but sometimes it feels like it’s missing…something.”
Clover stays silent, and my heart pounds as I wonder if I’ve said too much. I’m still staring out at the mist creeping closer to the house when I see her nod out of the corner of my eye.
“I know what you mean.”
I can’t keep the surprise out of my voice as I ask, “You do?”
For as long as I’ve known her, Clover Rivers has been one of those people who’s got it all figured out. I’ve met people with all sorts of dreams on the road, but I’ve rarely come across anyone who’s pursued their goals with the determination Clover puts into following the life plan she’s had pre-written for years.
“I do.”
She nods again, and the intensity of my shocked stare has her glancing down at the floor.
“It’s just, well, ever since graduating, I feel like I’ve just been going through the motions too. The plan is all there. I know it’s what I want, at least in my head, but it’s like you said. There’s just something missing.”
Her eyes go wide, and she stands in silence for a second like she’s stunned herself.
“Wow. I’ve never said that out loud before. There’s something missing.”
She repeats the words like she’s testing them out, seeing if she can handle their weight.
“I just don’t know what the hell it could be,” she admits. “I have everything I’ve ever wanted. I’m in my dream program at my dream school. I have a straight shot at working on cutting edge conservation projects that actually make a difference for the planet, and I get to do all that while living on my favourite island in the world.”
Her tone is cautious, almost uncertain, like she’s rehearsing a script she’s not sure she’s got right.
“I get to be close to my family and help keep the campground going. I get to be there for my dad, for my sisters. The only dream I’ve ever had that didn’t come true is…”
Her face falls, and my heart drops right along with it.
“Clover…” I murmur, my chest tight. The past sits like a lump in my throat.
She shakes her head.
“Lately, I’ve thought a lot about what would have happened if you hadn’t left at the end of that summer, and here’s the thing. I don’t…I don’t know if I would have been able to leave with you when it was time for us to go together.”
Whatever I thought she was going to say about our failed plans to travel together, it wasn’t that.
She was the one who was ready to follow through. I was the one who fucked it up.
“I like to think I would have,” she says, her face pinched. “I wanted to. I wanted to so bad, but now…I don’t know. I guess we’ll never know.”
“Yeah.” I’m whispering, like if I speak too loud, the window will shatter and let the rest of the world rush in. “I guess we won’t.”
I’m not sure how much time passes before either of us speaks again. I look over my shoulder and see Newt has curled up on the living room rug, his jowls flaring in time with his snuffling breaths as he sleeps.
Clover doesn’t move at all. She just keeps watching the forest, as still as one of the ancient fir trees.
I flinch when her hand shoots out to point at the window.
“Look!”
I move closer, following the direction of her finger with my gaze. All I see are the same dim woods I was staring at before.
“What am I looking at?”
“There.” She jabs her finger at the glass. “Do you see it? The first star is out. You can see it between those two trees.”
I squint, scanning the few gaps of indigo sky I can see amongst all the branches. It takes me a few seconds, but then my eyes lock on the faint pinprick of light piercing the dark.
“Oh! I see it!”
It’s not exactly the eighth wonder of the world, but my heart still speeds up at the sight, my breath catching in my throat as I watch this one tiny, feeble star glimmer for all it’s worth.
“Hey, little guy,” Clover coos.
I laugh even as my chest floods with another rush of tenderness, just like it did when I watched her goofing around with Newt.
“Did you just call the star little guy?”
“He is a little guy!” she protests. “He’s doing his twinkly best.”
Some of the somber mood between us fades, replaced by the ease we found wrapped up in each other’s arms the first night she wore that sunflower skirt.
“Is there any part of the natural world you’re not adorably enamored with?”
She toys with the end of one of her braids, shooting me an exaggerated flirty look that still manages to make my throat go dry.
“You think I’m adorable?” she asks, her gaze flicking to my lips.
I realize just how close we’re standing. Her chest strains against her t-shirt, the scoop neck slipping even lower than before.
“Yeah,” I breathe. “Yeah, I do.”
I don’t know who leans in first, but it’s only another second before her lips are crashing against mine.
The kiss is slow but deliciously deep, both of us humming with satisfaction when our hips bump together and the side of her bare thigh presses against mine.
I reach for one of those tiny braids, running my fingers along the plaited surface. I’ve still got the braid pinched between my fingers when she breaks the kiss to get some air. Her eyes are hazy as she blinks at me, her mouth lifting into a slow grin that makes her look tipsy.
I feel like I’m tipsy too. Being with her, touching her, tasting her—it makes everything else seem distant and sluggish, like we’ve put the world on pause while we keep going, just the two of us.
No past. No future. Just now.
“Did you make a wish?” she asks.
She’s still watching me with hooded eyes, a gorgeous pink flush on her cheeks.
I shake my head. “Not yet.”
I look out the window again, scanning the treetops for a moment before I find the star.
I close my eyes.
When I open them again, I make my wish.
I wish for more stars.
I know it might be cheating, but I wish for a hundred more wishes, a thousand more chances, innumerable possibilities to get this part of my life right.
I don’t know what right looks like with Clover. I don’t know how to do this without messing up. I don’t know what single granted wish would keep us suspended in a moment like this forever. I don’t even know how forever is supposed to feel, but something tells me I could spend it tracing the hem of that skirt along her thighs.
I don’t know if I’m allowed to want that. I just know I’d scour the skies for limitless chances to figure it out.
I would chase a million stars for Clover Rivers, but tonight, I only have one.



  


Chapter 21  


Clover


Dad grumbles to himself as he shoves damp paper plates and crushed beer cans into a trash bag. I’m doing the same thing a few feet away, both of us circling the perimeter of the giant fire pit that is now covered in a wet pile of ash and half-burnt logs.
“Who leaves a shoe behind at a party?” he demands, holding up a muddy Converse sneaker for me to see.
“Dad, no!” I shout as he goes to stuff the shoe into the trash bag. “You can’t throw someone’s shoe out. I’ll put it in the lost and found.”
He glares at the shoe in disdain before setting it onto the closest bench.
“If they didn’t want to lose it, they shouldn’t have left it behind.”
Our staff parties do tend to turn into the type of events where it’s not uncommon to leave random items of clothing behind, but we usually don’t have to spend a whole morning on clean-up duty. The unexpected torrential rainstorm that set in just past one in the morning had people fleeing back to their tents and vehicles in a panic, leaving a lot of their trash dotted around the property instead of deposited in the appropriate receptacles.
I can’t blame them. After a few beers myself, I literally screamed when the first clap of thunder hit and then switched gears and tried to orchestrate a cute dancing in the rain moment with Neavh that may or may not have included trying to whip my shirt off to swing it around my head. Thankfully, Trish yelled at me to help her get the remaining food inside before I could get to that part of my routine, and the rest of the night turned into a massive scramble to evacuate the yard.
Dad was, of course, in bed with earplugs on long before midnight.
“You sure you’ve got time for this?” he asks, gesturing at my garbage bag.
“Of course,” I answer. “I’m an assistant manager now, which means I spend all day telling other people what to do. I don’t have much to do myself. Don’t tell the staff that, though.”
He cracks a smile at my joke even though we both know that’s not true. I do have a lot to get done today, but when I woke up to find him out here all alone with a scowl on his face and at least a couple bags’ worth of garbage to be picked up, I put my to-do list on hold and grabbed a trash bag for myself.
“So, I talked to Scooter last night,” he says while dropping a few bottles into a crate that will go out to the recycling bins.
My spine stiffens. I haven’t told my family I’m seeing Neavh for anything other than yurt building assistance. As far as I know, that’s all she’s told David as well.
The last thing I’d want is for my dad to find out about me and Neavh via secondhand information.
“And Lonnie,” he adds.
He doesn’t say anything else, but my shoulders sag with relief when I hear the measured tone in his voice, the one he uses when he’s trying to disguise his thirst for a piece of town gossip.
“Dad,” I say, pretending to be scandalized. “Are you gossiping?”
He huffs. “What? No. I’m just saying I talked to them. Both of them. At the same time.”
“Uh-huh,” I drawl. “And you’re telling me this because…?”
He scoffs and turns his back to me as he picks up a couple more bottles. “Just making conversation. I saw his cousin was here too.”
My spine goes ramrod straight again, my skin prickling with alarm.
If he noticed Neavh, that means he must have noticed Neavh with me. We weren’t kissing by the fireside or anything, but we did spend the whole party together.
“She still helping you with that yurt?”
I force myself to return to scavenging for paper plates and chip bags.
“Uh, yeah,” I answer, keeping my eyes glued to the ground. “Yeah, she is.”
He grunts in reply, and we spend the next couple minutes working in silence. I’ve just begun to relax when he says something that has me stopping in my tracks all over again.
“You’re okay, right?”
I look up and find him watching me with his hands in his pockets, his trash bag lying abandoned on the ground. His forehead is creased, and he shifts his weight from foot to foot while I squint at him.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, ah…” He pauses and coughs. “You’re okay with her? If you don’t want her around, I—”
“I do.”
The force in my voice takes us both by surprise.
“I do want her around,” I add, “and I am okay. She’s not going to attack me, Dad. Also, you can say her name. She’s not the boogeyman.”
I wince when I realize how harsh I sound, but I can’t staunch the flare of annoyance I feel at him talking about Neavh like she’s some village miscreant he’s going to chase off with a shotgun.
He doesn’t even have a shotgun.
“Okay, okay. I see how it is.”
He lifts a hand in surrender and leans over to grab his bag again, but I plant my hands on my hips.
“How do you see it?”
He gives me a wary look. “Never mind, Clover. Forget I brought it up.”
Maybe that would be the wise choice, but something about the way he’s talking has me thinking back to last night—before all the beers and the campfire and the dancing in the rain.
I could tell something was up with Neavh when she arrived. I tried to play it cool, but by the time we walked over to Emily’s place, I was a live wire of nerves.
I was sure she was going to tell me something awful, something there’d be no coming back from. I was half-convinced she’d pull out a plane ticket and tell me she’d be gone by morning.
The party was an effective distraction, but in the quiet afterwards, with nothing but the rain pelting the roof to dull my thoughts, I couldn’t help thinking that in a couple months, she will be buying a plane ticket.
She’ll be taking off on an adventure to some far-flung corner of the world, and I’ll still be here, doing the same thing.
Just like last time.
I thought it’d be better if I saw it coming in advance. I thought it’d be better if I made it impossible for her to blindside me this time around, if I set the terms and said we’d only have the summer.
Now it’s like there’s a countdown clock ticking above my head, a clock that wasn’t there before last night.
“Well, you sure seem to have an opinion about it,” I say, hating how much I sound like a petulant teenager but somehow not able to stop myself. “So you might as well share it.”
He sighs and drops the bag again before crossing his arms. He taps one foot against the ground for a moment and then sighs again.
“Honey, I just don’t want to see you get hurt again.”
A knot begins to tangle up in my stomach, pinching and twisting so hard I wrap an arm around my torso.
Everyone thinks she’s going to hurt me.
My dad. My sisters. The whole town is probably taking bets on how this will end, and I doubt any of the options look good for me.
“I’m not a child,” I say, the pain in my stomach making it all too easy to snap at him. “I can look after myself.”
“I know that,” he says, in the kind of tone I’d use to speak to a panicking animal. “I know that better than anybody. You’re my little goose girl. Nobody tells you what to do.”
Guilt slams into me at the use of the nickname. I glance down at where my goose bracelet sits on my wrist.
“I’d just hate to see you get your heart broken all over again,” he continues. “That girl is a fool for taking off on you the first time, and in my experience, fools usually stay foolish.”
I bristle at the use of ‘that girl.’ It’s like he thinks even using her name will set me off, like I’ll crumple at the mere mention of her existence.
“She’s not going to take off on me,” I blurt. “I already know she’s leaving.”
I suck in a breath, cursing myself for letting that slip.
There’s no way that’s how I’d speak about someone I’m just building a yurt with.
“She’s just here for a summer job,” I add, scrambling to gloss over my outburst, “and we’re just…”
My voice dies in my throat before I can say we’re just friends.
I’ve never been able to lie to my dad.
“I’m not stupid enough to do the exact same thing all over again, Dad,” I say instead.
He shakes his head.
“I know you’re not. No one in their right mind could ever call you stupid. I just don’t want to see you hurt.” He pauses to sigh again. “If you say you’re fine, well then, I’ll butt out.”
My inner teenager still wants to rage and argue, but I manage to get a grip on her and settle for a sullen, “Okay. Good.”
We go back to piling up the garbage, working in silence on opposite sides of the fire pit as we cool off on our own. By the time we’ve cleared what’s left in the yard, we’ve come to an unspoken agreement to leave this morning behind us.
He claps me on the back as we lug the trash bags over to his truck, and we both hum along to a country song on the radio as he drives us out to the garbage and recycling bins.
Despite the ease between us, I can’t keep our conversation from rattling around in my head.
I told him I’m not doing the same thing all over again. I told myself that too, but as the countdown above my head keeps ticking, every second a grating click in my ears, I wonder if that even matters.
It might not hurt the same way when Neavh leaves this time, but that doesn’t mean it won’t hurt just as bad.
That doesn’t mean it won’t hurt even worse.



  


Chapter 22  


Neavh


“Should we stop for lunch?”
I stare at Clover’s back while she fits a new bit into her drill. Normally, I would find the sight of Clover using power tools extremely sexy, but I’m preoccupied with the fact that we’ve barely said more than a couple sentences to each other since I arrived to work on the yurt this morning.
“Oh,” she says without looking at me. “Yeah. Probably.”
Our days off from our other jobs have aligned this week, meaning we’ve planned to spend all day out at the yurt site to get the frame finished. Clover sets the drill down and then heads over to her dad’s truck to grab her lunch. She drove out this morning with a load of tools. I follow after her to where I stashed my lunchbox alongside hers in the cab.
“Here.” She backs out and hands me the brown paper bag I stuffed with a few Tupperware containers.
“Uh, thanks,” I say as she brushes past me to sit down on the platform and dig into her sandwich.
I consider asking if she’d like some time alone.
Today is the first time I’ve seen her since the staff party, and I can’t help wondering if she might have got struck by lightning during the storm and had her whole personality altered.
The Clover who greeted me at the site this morning is not the same Clover who bounded across the yard in a sunflower skirt to beam at me when I arrived at the party. I’ve tried asking what’s wrong, but she’s said she’s fine every time. The tension radiating through her body and the way she’s tearing into her sandwich like a predator going in for the kill say otherwise.
I step over to the platform and lower myself to a seat a couple feet away from her on the boards.
She doesn’t say anything.
My stomach is churning, and even though my body is begging for calories after a whole morning of work, staring at the ham and cheese slapped between the bread just makes my nausea even worse.
I settle for pulling a Gatorade out of the bag and taking a few sips of the bright blue liquid before I try to brave solid food.
After another few seconds of silence punctuated only by the breeze shifting in the trees, I take a deep breath and prepare to ask Clover if there’s anything she’d like to talk about.
I open my mouth, but no sound comes out.
My stomach rolls, urging me to shut the hell up, and I snap my jaw shut without uttering a single word.
If I ask her that, I might get an answer, and something about her mood today tells me I won’t like that answer. Something tells me the answer will be about us.
I take a few more sips of my drink. When Clover moves on from her sandwich to a bag of chips without showing any signs of striking up a conversation, I pull my phone out of my pocket.
Signal is sketchy this far out in the grounds, but even staring blankly at my screen sounds like a welcome alternative to sitting here with my skin crawling and my feet jittering with nerves.
Sure enough, the service bars are flickering between low and no signal. I scroll through a few apps that refuse to load before the service bars shoot up enough for a few email notifications to flash at the top of my screen.
I swipe to my inbox and find a message from an unfamiliar address. I only make it through the first couple lines of text before I gasp.
“Holy shit,” I mutter as I race to read the rest.
“What is it?”
I glance up to find Clover staring at me, her head tilted and a handful of chips still held midway between the bag and her mouth.
“I’m getting the money.”
The words don’t sound real. Nothing about this feels real.
Clover looks even more confused than before.
“From Australia,” I clarify as I look back down at the email, scouring the text to find some sort of a catch. “That farmer who tried to rip us all off has coughed up our wages. I’m getting over eight grand.”
The number hasn’t changed since the last time I looked at the screen. I blink a few times just to be sure, but it’s still there.
A shocked laugh bursts out of me.
“Holy shit. Eight grand.”
A grin blooms on my face as reality sinks in. I start doing rapid calculations in my head, pricing out flights and hostel stays.
Eight grand is a lot of nights in a hostel.
“I could stretch that out for so long,” I say, the words tumbling out in a giddy rush as dollar signs continue to flash before my eyes, “depending on where I fly to. Combined with what I’ve made so far this summer, that’s…wow.”
I’m so caught up in processing the news I almost forget all about Clover, but I snap back to attention when she balls her chip bag up in her fist, crumpling it like she wishes it had a spine she could crush.
Despite the force of her actions, her face is an impassive mask. Her tone is measured and edged with frost when she says, “So that’s it, then?”
I blink at her, my mind racing to figure out what she’s talking about.
“What?”
She gets to her feet and steps off the platform before turning to face me.
“You’re leaving, right?”
I keep gawking at her. “Huh?”
A muscle in her forehead twitches, and she crosses her arms as she begins to tap one of her feet against the ground in an erratic rhythm.
“You’ve got enough money, so now you’re leaving.”
She doesn’t phrase it as a question.
I still don’t know how we got from me getting a big chunk of money to me apparently jumping on a plane right this instant. Sweat pricks the back of my neck as I try to figure out what I’m missing here.
“I…I mean, eventually, yeah?”
“Yeah. Exactly.” Clover dips her chin in a sharp nod, and I can see her fingers digging into her biceps, all her muscles tensed. “It was always the plan. What does it matter if you go a couple months earlier than expected?”
I feel like I’m about five steps behind her train of thought. I shove my phone back in my pocket and wrack my brain for what I can say to reel her back in line with me.
“Clover, I’m not jumping on a plane right this minute. I don’t even know when I’ll go. I literally just got the news, and—”
“Yeah. I get it,” she interrupts. “It’s fine. It really doesn’t make a difference when you leave.”
The words hit me like a kick in the chest.
I wince, and her stony expression slips for a second, revealing the pain underneath before she fits her controlled mask back in place.
“It makes a difference to me,” I murmur.
She has to know that. After what happened that night we spent in this exact spot, after what we did, after what we felt, she has to know.
Maybe all she needs is for me to say it out loud.
“I’m not just here for the money anymore.”
I tremble as I admit the truth, shaking like I’ve literally stripped myself bare.
She stares at me for a few long moments, and even though she does her best to stay expressionless, she can’t hide the kaleidoscope of emotions shifting in her eyes.
Pain. Fear. Desire. Anger. Hope.
It’s the hope that gives me the courage to get to my feet and jump down to stand in front of her.
We’re only a foot apart when she whispers, “What are you here for?”
Our eyes lock.
“For…this.”
I shake my head a little. I know that’s not good enough. I need to truly say it.
“For this summer…with you.”
Her lips part, and for a moment, I’m convinced she’s going to lean in and kiss me. I tilt my head, ready for the rush of her lips on mine.
Instead, she springs away from me, fury lining her face. All I can do is stand there in shock as she begins to pace back and forth, digging her hands into her hair as she seethes.
“What even is this summer?” she demands. “What are we even doing?”
She doesn’t even sound like she’s speaking to me anymore. I swallow the lump that’s risen in my throat and push down my panic enough to speak to her.
“Clover, has something happened?”
She freezes and then spins to face me, her gaze darting around the clearing like an animal backed into a corner.
“No, nothing has happened,” she snaps. “I’ve just realized what a fucking idiot I’m going to look like when you leave. Again.”
She spits the last word out with enough force to make me take a step back. A flash of guilt crosses her face when she notices my reaction.
She balls her hands into fists at her sides and keeps them clenched as she continues.
“This whole town knows you ditched me. I see the way people look at us now. I see the way my own family looks at me now. Everyone expects me to be absolutely destroyed when you leave, like I’ve made the exact same mistake all over again.”
Mistake.
The word is a slap, harsh enough to make my ears ring and my vision spin.
I was a mistake.
I wrap my arms around my stomach as I fight the urge to curl up in a ball on the forest floor. Clover’s shoulders shake, her face going pale when she realizes what she’s said.
“That’s not what I meant.” She avoids looking at me as she begins to pace up and down the clearing. “Look, it’s just, I thought it would make a difference if this was on my terms, if I was the one who said it would end after the summer, but that was stupid. It’s not on my terms. It never has been. You’ll leave whenever you want, whenever you get half a chance to keep traipsing around the world running away from all your problems, and—”
She goes silent when I gasp. I release my arms from around my stomach and clench my fists just like hers, my body bracing for a fight as the first pinpricks of anger jab at my skin.
Clover’s face blanches again, and she stumbles to a halt.
“I’m sorry,” she blurts. “That’s not what I meant either. I—”
“What exactly did you mean?” I demand. “Is that how you see me? Is that what you think I’m doing?”
She sputters for a moment, but I cut her off before she manages to say anything.
“Leaving was the solution to my problems. You have no idea what it was like at home. You’ve never had to deal with anything like that. I—”
“Actually, I have.” Her pale cheeks flood with red, and her nostrils flare as she lets out a sharp exhale. “I do know what it’s like to watch your whole family fall apart, and guess what? I figured it out.”
I take another step back, my firm stance slipping as I watch her turn into someone I don’t recognize.
She doesn’t stop talking this time. She doesn’t say she’s sorry or that she didn’t mean it.
“You’re just carrying the same old shit around with you hoping it’ll go away,” she continues, “but it won’t, and you know what? You’re just going to keep on leaving people for the rest of your life unless you stay somewhere long enough to deal with it.”
My whole body goes rigid, like she’s stabbed me straight through the chest. I stare at her with my mouth hanging open, before a switch flips and my instincts order me to fight, to defend, to protect myself from the pain by making her hurt too.
“At least I know how to stand up for myself.”
My voice is hoarse and jagged, like broken glass.
She balks, her eyes flaring wide. “I know how to—”
“No. You don’t.” My voice is clearer now but still just as sharp. “Have you listened to yourself lately? You’re here out of obligation. You’re here because that was always the plan. You won’t let yourself change. You’re too afraid of what everyone else will think to actually be yourself.”
Her bottom lip shakes for a split second, just enough for me to notice, before her face hardens and her eyebrows draw together in a firm line.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
I shake my head, tossing her argument aside like a leaf in the wind.
“Do you really think you’ll be happy if you spend your whole life only seeing one part of one country? Do you really think that’ll let you be the best scientist you can be? Is that really the life you want, or are you just sticking your head in the sand because you’re scared to find out you might not actually be brave enough to do anything else?”
I know as soon as I’m done speaking that I’ve gone too far. Clover looks like she’s shrunk down a few inches, like she’s a plant I’ve wilted by stealing her sun.
“So that’s what you think of me?” she asks, in a voice so quiet and tiny I can barely hear her. “You think I’m a coward?”
“Clover, no.”
I rush to take a few steps forward, but she counters them with a step back.
I dig my hands into my hair, aching for a way to take it all back.
“I’m sorry. I don’t think you’re a coward. I—”
“No.”
Her voice is still quiet, but it’s got an eerie note of resignation that’s enough to make my own voice die in my throat. Dread creeps up my spine like someone trailing jagged talons along my back.
“No,” she repeats. “This is good. We’ve got it out in the open. I’ve said my piece, and you’ve said yours, and I think the truth is obvious.”
My gaze rakes over her face, searching for any indication of what’s coming next.
The truth isn’t obvious to me, not when she sounds like that.
We stare each other down for what feels like hours even though it can’t be more than a couple seconds before she speaks again.
“We’re in the exact same place we were before.”
Her gaze goes out of focus, like she’s staring straight into the past instead of at me, now, in this moment as the person I am today.
“Nothing has changed,” she says. “We’re never going to understand each other. We’re never going to work.”
The lump in my throat swells up again, and all I can force past it is a choked sound that’s almost a wail.
Clover flinches, but her tone doesn’t change. She sounds like she’s speaking at a funeral.
“It’s the same story, Neavh. I stay, and you…you go.”
I give my head a frantic shake, wringing my hands as I rock back and forth.
“I’m not going yet,” I urge.
That has to matter. That has to change something.
She shakes her head too, much slower than I do.
“What difference does it make?”
I need to answer. I need to say something, but I’m past the point of using words.
“This.”
I lunge for her, careening towards her until I can cradle her face in my hands.
My fingertips hover just above her cheeks, trembling, afraid to actually touch her in case she pushes me away.
She squeezes her eyes shut, breathing hard, but she doesn’t tell me to stop.
I close the hair’s breadth of a gap between my hands and her face. We both shiver at the contact. Her lips part, a sigh slipping past them.
“This is the difference,” I murmur.
I feel the tension whoosh out of her body, her chin resting heavier in my palms, and for a moment, I let myself believe everything will be all right.
I stroke her temples and she sighs again, but when I shift one of my hands to tuck a lock of hair behind her ear, she stiffens.
Before I have a chance to react, she springs away, her eyes flying open as she flings her arms out in front of her like she’s warning me off.
My chest caves in as I watch the panic return to her eyes.
“I think you should go.”
The words land with a heavy thump, like a guillotine slamming into place.
“W-what?”
She can’t mean what I think she means. She can’t mean this is done.
We were supposed to have so much time left. We were supposed to have time to figure this out.
I wished for it. I wished for enough chances to get this right.
“We’re done with work for today,” she says. “I…I can’t do this right now.”
“Clover…”
All I manage to get out is her name before my throat swells shut, clogged with everything I can’t say, everything I don’t know how to promise.
She’s right about you.
That awful voice speaks up instead of me, the grating rasp echoing through my head.
You don’t know how to do anything except leave.
I dig my fingernails into my palms, focusing on the sensation instead of the thoughts. I can’t get caught up in my own head, not now. I need to focus. I need to make sure this is not the end.
“I need to clear my head, okay?” Clover says. “I just need to be alone right now.”
I don’t know how to make this better, and I’m petrified by the thought of making it worse.
“Okay.”
I take a step back.
Then another.
I snatch my lunch bag off the platform and turn to start walking up the path.
I only look back once. By then, she’s sitting on the platform again, her back to me, her shoulders hunched and her arms wrapped around her legs to form a tight ball.
I pause, waiting, convinced the force of my gaze will tell her everything I can’t put into words, or at least do something to make sure this isn’t the last look I get at her, but it’s useless.
She doesn’t turn around. I wait a few more seconds, and then I do exactly what she told me I was going to do all along.
I leave.



  


Chapter 23  


Clover


I’ve barely taken two steps off the bus before Bianca slams into me like a meteor intent on burying us both in the pavement.
“Oof!” I wheeze as all the air gets squeezed out of my lungs.
She’s not deterred by my lack of oxygen. If anything, she just hugs me harder.
“I missed you!” she gushes. “Ugh, I’m so glad you’re here. You smell so good. You smell like you.”
“You freak,” I tease after she’s loosened her grip enough for me to talk.
“You love it,” she shoots back.
She lets me go, and I take in the familiar sight of her thick-framed glasses, messy dyed blonde hair, and freckled skin sporting a deep tan from spending most of her summer out scouring the sea for kelp-related discoveries.
She snatches the small backpack stuffed with a few days’ worth of clothes out of my hands before I can stop her.
“I will carry this, madam,” she says as she slips the straps over her shoulders. “Now, let’s get you inside my horrible sublet apartment. You must be exhausted. Your shitty air mattress awaits, should you need a nap.”
She starts heading up the sidewalk, and I fall into step beside her.
“Wow, you make it sound so appealing.”
“Oh, trust me,” she deadpans, “it is not appealing in there.”
Trust Bianca to tell it exactly like it is.
Her frankness is part of the reason I spent the entire day getting down to Victoria when I’m just going to have to make the same grueling, multi-vehicle journey back up the island the day after tomorrow.
I needed someone I could actually talk to, someone not entangled in the suffocating small town web of River’s Bend.
“Here it is!”
Bianca swings her arm out to indicate a row of narrow townhouses with drooping front stoops made of cracked concrete and wooden banisters in varying states of decay. There’s a smell of rotting garbage permeating the air even though I can’t spot any trash cans around.
We’re in an area known for low-budget student housing, or at least as low-budget as things get in Victoria, but this block seems to be taking things to a whole new level.
“What’s that smell?” I ask.
“My neighbour’s backyard,” Bianca says as she leads the way up to one of the townhouses and fishes her keys out of her purse. “Don’t even ask. You don’t wanna know.”
I take her word for it and follow her inside. The house has been divided into three different units, which probably shouldn’t be legal given how small it is, but it does mean we have the whole top floor to ourselves. It’s been set up as a cramped studio featuring a futon and a narrow strip of a kitchen equipped with a mini fridge, hot plate, and very little else.
“Welcome to my humble abode,” Bianca says as she deposits my backpack next to the futon.
She sits down on the rickety chair accompanying a small desk under the window and motions for me to take the futon. “So,” she says once I’m settled, “are you finally going to tell me what happened?”
A couple days after my disastrous morning with Neavh, I sent Bianca a text asking if I could come down and stay with her to get out of town for a bit. After some prying, she got me to admit my need to escape was related to Neavh, but I told her the rest would be better to share in person.
I slump against the questionably lumpy futon and let out the biggest, most dramatic sigh of my life.
Bianca’s eyes widen. “Wow. That bad, huh?”
I close my eyes and follow up my sigh with a zombie-like groan.
Bianca claps. “Let it out, girl. Express yourself.”
I can’t help chuckling at her enthusiasm.
“Ugh, it’s really good to see you,” I tell her.
She purses her lips, not swayed by the distraction. “You haven’t answered my question.”
I sigh again, this one less theatrical, and play with one of the French braids I put in my hair to help pass the time on the bus.
“I don’t even know where to start. Everything just went so…wrong.”
I avoid her eyes, still toying with the end of my braid. Bianca stays quiet for a moment before taking on a serious tone.
“So…is it over? With Neavh?”
I flinch and drop my braid. It lands against my shoulder with a thump.
“Can it be over if it never technically started?” I ask. “It’s not like we were really dating this time. We knew it was only for the summer. It was just supposed to be for…”
I trail off when I see the look she’s giving me, daring me to tell her it was just for fun when we both know otherwise.
“Okay, yeah, we weren’t just hooking up,” I say instead, “but then what the hell were we doing? It was so messy.”
“Was?” Bianca repeats. “So it’s done?”
I squeeze my hands together in my lap.
“I don’t know,” I admit. “I told her I was leaving town for a few days. I told her I needed to think. I haven’t said that it’s over…whatever the hell it is.”
Bianca gets quiet again, pulling out her trusty ‘observant therapist’ technique, and I crack after a minute ticks by.
“What am I supposed to do?” I wail. “I look like an idiot being in this situation all over again. Even if I don’t want it to be over, I can’t ignore the fact that it probably should be. It was probably stupid for us to even try this at all. Why the hell did I think it wouldn’t hurt this time?”
I bury my face in my hands, my shoulders curling inward as I prop my elbows on my thighs and stare down at the edge of my shorts.
There’s an ache deep in my ribcage, so sharp it hurts to breathe.
“It hurts,” I mumble. “It really fucking hurts.”
Bianca flings herself at me, and in a matter of seconds, we’re curled up on the futon while she strokes my hair and tells me everything will be all right.
I squeeze my eyes shut, fighting off the hot tears that threaten to spill down my cheeks. As Bianca plays with the ends of my braids, I can almost imagine I’m lying in bed with one of my sisters, crying over some school project I got a B+ on, or working up the courage to come out as bi, or any of the other endless reasons I’ve gone to Trish and Emily for help over the course of my life.
The ache in my chest gets even deeper as I realize how much I wish they were here now. I wish I could go to them with the same openness and trust I always have, but somehow, they feel like they’re tangled up in this mess too. My whole family does. My whole home does.
My whole life feels like a sweater I used to fit, one I keep trying to stuff myself inside even as it rips a little more with every attempt.
“Did you have a fight or something?” Bianca asks after a few minutes.
I nod against her.
“I guess we did. I don’t really know what to call it,” I say. “Actually, I had a fight with my dad about her first. He was giving me the whole ‘I don’t want to see you get hurt’ routine, and it made me realize that everyone else is just sitting around waiting for this to go wrong. I guess that was still on my mind when I saw Neavh the next day. Things just felt…off.”
Bianca lets out an understanding hum.
“Then that same day, she found out she’s getting a bunch of money deposited from this job she worked in Australia,” I continue, “and it just set me off. Like, she can take off at a moment’s notice whenever she wants now. I guess I didn’t realize a big part of the reason I’ve been okay about this summer is that she literally couldn’t leave. I didn’t have to worry about…about her thinking I’m worth staying for.”
My voice drops to a whisper, and Bianca tightens her arms around me. I take a few breaths to steady myself before I go on.
“I got pretty upset after that. I said some things I regret. I basically told her she’s just running away from all her problems in life, which was really insensitive considering what she’s been through.” My face gets hot at the memory of our argument, burning with a mixture of guilt and indignation even all these days later. “She said some things too. She said I’m only sticking around Vancouver Island because that’s been my plan for so long and because I feel obligated to everyone else.”
I feel Bianca’s body stiffen.
“But that’s not true,” I blurt. “Of course it’s not true. I’m not just here because I’m too scared to do anything else. I want to be here.”
Bianca chuckles. “You want to be in this shithole apartment that literally smells like rotting trash every time I open the windows?”
I chuckle too, but before I can complain about her taking me so literally, she stretches her arms up above her head and sighs. When she speaks again, she stares across the room instead of at me.
“You know, Clover…if you ever do want to follow a different path in life—”
“I don’t, though!” I interrupt, my voice a little too loud for the small room. “This is what I’ve dreamed of my whole life.”
Bianca gives a pointed look to the four grimy walls boxing us into the cramped room.
“Yeah,” I say, “shitty student apartments and all. I’ve always wanted to study in Victoria. I’m literally living the dream.”
Bianca reaches over to grip my shoulder and waits to make sure I’m focused on her.
“Okay, okay, but hear me out,” she says. “If you ever end up wanting to live a different dream, even for a little while, I don’t want you to feel like you’re obligated to me. I’m going to be your friend no matter what, and if that means I need to stay up until four in the morning to video call you while you’re in some far-flung destination so I can keep you up to date on all my fascinating kelp discoveries, then so be it.”
She lets my shoulder go, laughing at the mental image she’s just created.
I force myself to join in and hide the way her words feel like they’re splitting me open, stretching me out and snapping yet more threads of the old sweater that just won’t fit the way it used to.
No one has ever said anything like that to me before. No one has ever made me feel like maybe not everything has to change if I do.
Maybe the important things—the important people—will be okay either way.
Maybe those parts of my life will always fit no matter what.
As I sit up further on the lumpy futon and laugh with my best friend, I can’t figure out if that thought is comforting or terrifying.

I dip my toes into the cold water of the Salish sea, wincing at the chill. Even in the warmth of June, the Pacific is frigid enough to require a wetsuit if you want to do more than just splash around.
Today’s cloudy sky isn’t helping. A thick layer of grey cumulus blocks out anything more than a silvery-grey glow as I roll up the legs of my jeans and wade out a couple steps from the shore. I almost slip on some of the algae-covered rocks lining the bottom, but after wind-milling my arms for a few seconds, I manage to get a grip with my toes.
I glance around to see who might have witnessed my near-demise, but I’ve got Shoal Point almost to myself this early in the evening. Aside from a family tossing a Frisbee around and a couple tourists snapping photos of the Victoria skyline, my favourite spot in the city is reserved for me today.
I take a deep breath of briny air and listen to the familiar medley of sounds: waves lapping against rock, screeching seagulls, blaring ferry horns, and the reverberating rumble of the city.
My shoulders drop, releasing a tension I hadn’t realized they were holding.
There are more picturesque spots than this to sit and watch the ferries come in. Shoal Point doesn’t have the most majestic view compared to somewhere like the bustling inner harbor, and it’s a bit out of the way from downtown, but for the past four years, this has been the place I come to search for stillness whenever the rush of student life gets to be too much.
The breeze off the water plays with the ends of my hair as I scan the waves. This place is too close to the city for many wildlife sightings, but once or twice, I’ve seen a couple seals out bobbing in the distance, and a cute little old fisherman I met here once told me a tall tale about spotting an orca just meters away from this very spot.
There’s nothing that large out today, but still, the area is teeming with life: the electric green algae coating the rocks, the barnacles clinging to the posts of a nearby dock, the seabirds swooping through the sky. Even though I can’t see them, I know the names of all the fish that swim in these waters, all the crawling creatures that hide along the rocky shore.
I know this place. I know this island.
This is my home.
I’ve devoted all the energy of my short life to learning everything I can about Vancouver Island: what it was, what it is, and what it could be if we manage to come together and take care of it with all the focus and determination it deserves.
I thought the only way to save it was to stay—to make sure my path is always aligned with what is best for this place. I thought that had to include me being here, but as I continue to stare out at the rippling water, all I can think about is everything I don’t know, everything I haven’t seen, everything I’ve yet to experience on this planet that is steeped in more secrets than one lifetime could ever be enough to figure out.
I could sure make a damn good try at it, though.
I know the dangers of echo chambers, of groupthink undisturbed by outside perspectives. I know that almost every major discovery in every field of science was made by someone who did things differently, someone who looked at the way things were and thought, ‘Let’s try something else.’ I know that most of the time, those people failed. Those people got it wrong.
When they didn’t, though, they shifted everything—sometimes for better, sometimes for worse, but always in a way that stretched the breadth of human understanding past the place it was before.
Those are the shifts we need if we want any hope at saving this planet, and they don’t happen when you keep doing the exact same thing you’ve always done.
They don’t happen when you stick to the plan.
The wail of a boat horn pierces the air, and I watch as one of the large passenger ferries heads out for Port Angeles, loaded up with travelers bound for the States.
I’ve only taken that ferry ride once in my whole life. I haven’t even travelled past Oregon. I’ve never traversed deserts or hiked through jungles. I’ve never explored the moss-covered remains of ancient cities or stood in the midst of sprawling plains that stretch out as far as my eyes can see.
As the ferry drifts slowly out into the sea, shrinking down into a distant pinprick against the horizon, I wonder how many of those things Neavh has done. I wonder if her knees ever got wobbly at the thought of starting a journey, the way mine are turning to Jell-O now. I wonder how she kept going, even when she was scared to take another step.
I wonder if I could ask her. I wonder if she’d tell me.
I close my eyes, breathing the salt of the ocean that’s cradled me my whole life, and I let myself wonder if she’d ever take me with her.
“Well, don’t you look dramatic.”
I twist around at the sound of Bianca’s voice and nearly send myself crashing into the water. I end up doing yet another cartoonish windmill routine with my arms while Bianca laughs at me from the shore.
“Never mind,” she says. “I take it back.”
She’s dressed in jeans and a t-shirt like me, a backpack laden with textbooks slung over her shoulders. We planned to meet for dinner here today after she finished work, so she’s arrived straight from spending a rare boat-free day in her office.
I pick my way along the slick algae under the water and then zig-zag my way up the jagged rocks lining the shore. By the time I reach Bianca where she’s standing next to my socks and shoes, my feet are coated in a thick layer of pebbles and dirt.
I do my best to brush the debris off and shove my still damp feet into my socks. I hadn’t planned on wading in today, but something about the water called to me the second I arrived.
I’ve now got a pretty good idea why.
“You ready for dinner?” Bianca asks, nodding in the direction of our favourite café and restaurant, which sits just a couple minutes’ walk away. “I really hope they still have those cheesy pasta chip things on the menu. I’ve been dreaming of them all summer.”
She starts to lead the way there, but I call out to stop her.
“Bianca, wait.”
She glances over her shoulder, her forehead wrinkling. “Yes?”
“I, uh…” I shove my hands in my pockets and nudge at a pebble with the tip of my shoe. “I need to ask you something.”
She walks back over to stand in front of me, her expression somewhere between curious and concerned. “Go for it.”
I take a deep breath.
“Did you really mean it yesterday? When you said you’d be my friend no matter what?”
The creases between her eyebrows get even deeper, but she nods.
“Of course.”
Nerves threaten to swell my throat shut, but I force myself to swallow and keep going.
“Like, if I wasn’t at school here? That would be okay?”
Bianca blinks, and then her face goes so blank it’s like watching a door slam shut. She stares at me for what feels like the longest five seconds of my life. A cold sweat has broken out on my skin by the time she seems to reboot herself. Then she shrugs, and I see the first hint of a smile tug at the corner of her lips.
“More cheesy pasta chips for me.”
Another beat of silence passes before she snorts. I feel like the ground swings out from under me just to slam back into place a second later.
Bianca is laughing.
I just vocalized the possibility of me leaving school for the first time in my entire life, and she’s laughing.
She chuckles to herself for another moment before clapping both hands on my shoulders. “Of course that would be okay, Clover. I’d miss the hell out of you, but it’s your life.”
She squeezes my shoulders before letting go, shaking her head like she can’t believe she had to tell me that.
I’m hit with a relief so strong it feels like my spine is liquefying.
My heart is still racing, however, and my brain won’t let me stand here in silence without pummeling me with a thousand questions about what the hell any of this even means.
“I mean, of course I’m not actually leaving,” I babble. “I’m starting a Master’s degree in two months. I can’t just not do it, but I’ve been thinking, you know, theoretically—”
Bianca tilts her head and cuts me off. “Clover, may I be frank with you?”
That has me snorting just like she was a moment ago. “When are you not?”
“So true.”
She grins for a second before her face hardens into a more serious expression than she’s worn all day.
“Look, Clover, it’s fine that you want to donate your body to science when you die, but you don’t also have to give yourself to science while you’re alive. If you want to go out in the world and live a little before you do your Master’s, that’s fine. If you don’t want to do a Master’s at all, that’s also fine.”
She pauses and squints at me before shaking her head.
“Okay, yeah, we both know there’s no way you don’t get a PhD someday,” she adds, “but still, your path to that can look however you want.”
Her words are like a gateway to more possibilities than I can handle right now. My head spins, and I look down at the ground, focusing on kicking pebbles around in an attempt to steady myself.
When I look back up, Bianca is still watching me.
“Don’t kill me for this,” she says, “but…maybe Neavh was a liiiiittle bit right about you feeling obligated to stay here, and maybe that’s keeping you from even considering what you might actually want.”
The urge to contradict her rises up in my throat, but I swallow it back down.
That urge is proof of exactly what she’s saying.
“Yeah, maybe what Neavh said was…a little bit true.”
As soon as I’ve said it, I’m rocked by a wave of guilt that threatens to send me toppling over in the dirt.
“Fuck,” I say as I dig my hands into my hair. “I’ve really fucked it up with her, haven’t I?”
Bianca purses her lips for a moment before she answers.
“Clover, if there’s one thing I know about you and Neavh, it’s that no amount of fucking up seems to be able to keep you from each other. If you want to fix this, you can.”
My chest is now so tight it’s hard to breathe. I squeeze my hands into fists and then flex them open, repeating the process a few times.
“I don’t know what fixing it even looks like,” I murmur.
Bianca shrugs and then leans in closer to me, so I’ve got no choice but to pay attention to her every word.
“Well, I think you’re a lot closer to knowing that than you think you are.”
She steps back, some of the lightness returning to her expression as she glances towards the restaurant again.
“I also think this conversation will be much more productive if it includes pasta and cheese.”
I crack a smile despite all the doubts and confusion still swirling in my brain. I don’t know how ready for pasta and cheese I am, but grabbing my favourite table in my favourite restaurant with my best friend does sound like it will hit the spot.
“Yeah, you’re right. Let’s get dinner.”
As we turn to leave, Bianca bumps her shoulder with mine.
“Hey. You’ve got me no matter what, okay? You can’t escape me, no matter where you go.”
I don’t know where I’ll go, but for the first time in my life, I’m not shutting down every thought that tells me it might not be here.
That might hurt people. That might change things. That might rip the plan I’ve had for my life into tiny bits, but whatever happens next, I’ve still got my friend, and I’ve still got pasta.
Whatever happens next, I’m still off to a good start.
“Thank god for that,” I say as I link my arm through hers.



  


Chapter 24  


Clover


Trish makes my favourite vegetarian chili recipe for dinner the night I get home from Victoria. It’s almost eight at night by the time I roll up to the house, after taking a bus to Nanaimo and then hitching a ride to Three Rivers with Emily’s girlfriend, but the rest of the family has waited for us to have a meal all together.
“There you go, Clo,” Trish says as she sets a steaming bowl of chili down in front of me and then garnishes it with a dollop of sour cream and a sprinkle of sliced green onions. “Just the way you like it.”
Everyone is once again being way too nice to me, plastering on too-cheerful smiles and periodically asking if I’m all right or if I need anything.
I haven’t told them anything about my argument with Neavh, but I have to admit there aren’t many other explanations for me requesting an extra day off work and then escaping to the other end of the island with zero warning, all while refusing to answer any questions about why I was leaving.
As I watch them all pretend they’re not watching me while we dig into our first bites of chili, I wait for that same flare of irritation I’ve felt around them all summer.
I have to set my spoon down for a second when I realize I’m not annoyed at all.
It’s almost as if I’ve taken a step back from the scene and can see them all for what they truly are: my family. My messy, imperfect, overly concerned and way too interfering family.
My family who loves me, who cares about me, who will always go out of their way to make sure I’m all right.
I might wish they didn’t go so far out of their way sometimes. I might wish they didn’t worry. I might wish they didn’t pry, but I know they’ve only ever done it all out of love.
We stick together. Sometimes we might stick together too tight, but that’s what has gotten us through everything life has thrown at Three Rivers, and over the past few years, life has thrown a lot.
I look at Emily, always so poised and pristine with her blonde hair swishing around in that trademark tight ponytail, and I know she’s hidden more struggles than I’ll ever hear about behind a bright smile and her constant hustling around the campground.
I look at Kim, the anchor to Emily’s speedboat, the quiet weight that keeps her steady. She’s been in our lives for less than two years, and yet a space at the table already feels empty whenever she’s not here. She showed my sister it was okay to live again after we lost Mom, and in doing that, she helped bring all of Three Rivers back to life too.
I look at Trish and see the way she glows whenever someone lets out an appreciative ‘mmm’ while eating their chili. She’s been glowing a lot lately; every week seems to bring some new win for her work with the grocery store, but it’s more than that. She’s found Kennedy, and through her, she’s finally getting to know her whole self.
I look at my dad, and I find him looking straight back at me.
He’s looking at me like I’m one of the most important people in the entire world, like nothing could ever come before me, like he’d fight tooth and nail just to have one shot at making my life even a fraction better than it already is.
My eyes begin to sting, and I can only meet his gaze for a second before I have to turn away.
He’s been through so much. He’s been to darker places than any of us can imagine in the years since we lost Mom. He’s only just started to become the father I remember from when I was a kid, the grumpy grizzly bear who’d sit stoic for everyone else but make the most ridiculous silly faces at me any chance he got.
He’s becoming the father who took me out to look for goose eggs every time I asked, who tied the silver goose bracelet around my wrist on my eighth birthday and told me he always would.
How could I turn around and leave him?
How could I turn around and leave them all?
“Clover?”
Emily’s voice pierces through my thoughts. I blink to bring my eyes back into focus and find her gawking at me from her spot across the table.
Everyone is looking at me now.
I glance down at my bowl and realize my spoon has tumbled out of my hand to plop straight into the glob of sour cream. A speckled, red and white mess has streaked almost all the way over to Emily’s plate.
“O-oh.” My voice sounds like it’s coming from far away as I hunt for something to say. “Um, whoops?”
I force a tittering laugh, but no one joins in. If anything, they all just look more disturbed.
“Are you…okay?” Trish asks.
I try to tell her I’m fine, but I can’t get the words out.
I’m not fine.
I haven’t been fine all summer. Everyone at this table is doing the best they have in years, and I’ve been sitting on the sidelines wondering why I don’t feel the same.
I’ve been lying to them.
I’ve been lying to myself.
I don’t know how to leave, but I don’t know how to stay either, not when staying is going to feel like this.
“I don’t think I want to start my Master’s in the fall.”
Emily squints at me. Trish gawks with her mouth hanging open. Kim looks back and forth between me and my sisters, and my dad sets his spoon down on the edge of his bowl, his face unreadable beneath his beard.
“I think I want to postpone it,” I add.
I try to stop there, but I know it’s not enough. I know it’s not the truth.
I’m not just thinking of a gap year this time. I don’t know what exactly is looming before me, but I know it’s bigger than anything I’ve ever considered before.
“Indefinitely,” I say after sucking in a deep breath.
Silence fills the dining room, stretching on for so long my skin has started to crawl by the time Emily speaks.
“That’s okay, Clover,” she says, her reassuring tone edged with confusion. “You can take as much time off school as you want. You don’t need to worry about that. We can always find a job for you at the campground, or I’m sure you could find something full time in Victoria if you want to stay there. You—”
“No.”
Everyone’s attention snaps to me. I squeeze my hands together in my lap to keep from blurting anything else out.
They don’t understand. I still have to explain it, and the closer I get to making them understand, the closer I get to hurting them.
I can’t look at my dad at all as I say, “I…I don’t want to stay there.”
Emily squints at me again. “Okay.”
I can feel the tension in the room rise a few notches. Newt whines from where he’s lying in the entry to the kitchen, staring up at us all with sorry-looking brown eyes.
“I think I…”
I choke on the rest of my sentence and end up coughing instead of spitting it out. Trish nudges my water glass closer to me, but I ignore it and shake my head.
“I think I want to leave the island.”
Trish gasps. My dad braces both hands on the table, his face still a stony mask.
Emily sits up straighter in her chair, her eyes going wide.
“I-I mean, no,” I stammer as panic blurs the edges of my vision. I can hear blood rushing in my ears. “No, I don’t want that. I don’t know what I want. I just…I mean, of course I don’t want to leave. This is my home. I’m supposed to stay here. We’re all supposed to stay together. We’re family. I…”
I’m panting so hard I have to give up on speaking.
“Clover, it’s okay,” Emily urges, her face gone pale with alarm.
I shake my head and wrap my arms around my stomach. “It’s not, though. It’s not.”
None of it is okay, and none of it is getting better—not if I don’t change anything.
I have to finish what I’ve started here. I have to get this all out.
Even if my dad won’t even look at me now.
My pulse surges even faster when I find the courage to glance at him and find him glaring a hole into the table top.
I snap my gaze away.
“The truth is, I do want to leave. I want to see more of the world. I want to be the best environmentalist I can be, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to do my best to help the planet if I haven’t even seen the planet.”
I pause to squeeze my eyes shut, but I keep going.
“It’s more than that, though. I want to do it for me. I want to do something for me. I know that sounds selfish, but I just…I don’t know if I fit here the way I used to, and—”
The legs of my dad’s chair make an awful grating sound as he pushes it away from the table and gets to his feet.
He walks out of the room without looking at any of us.
My heart drops all the way to my feet.
“Dad!” Emily shouts, jumping up as we all listen to the sound of the front door bang. “Dad, come back here! I—”
“Emily, no.”
Once again, everyone’s attention whips back to me.
“I’ll talk to him,” I tell her, my voice quiet but somehow steady.
Nothing about me feels steady, but I know I’m the one who has to go after him.
I’m the one who’s hurt him. I’m the one who has to face what I’ve done.
I focus on taking a few more shuddering breaths as Emily sinks back into her seat.
“Clover,” she says, hunching forward over the table still splattered with chili and sour cream, “you will always fit here.”
Trish leans in closer too. “Of course you fit, Clo. If we’ve done anything to make you feel like you haven’t—”
“No, it’s not that,” I cut in. “It’s just…have you ever wondered if you’re supposed to be out there doing something other than this?”
I gesture at the house around us, the same one the Rivers family has lived in for generations, the same one that has changed so little in all that time.
Trish and Emily both tilt their heads, looking way more alike than they usually do as they try to figure out what I mean.
It hits me then, harder than it has all summer.
I’m not the same as them, not like this, not anymore.
Maybe I never was.
“You haven’t,” I answer for them. “Neither of you have. Dad hasn’t, not in his whole life.”
I glance at Kim, still sitting quietly in her chair with wide eyes like she’s not sure what to do with herself, and I realize even she shares it with them: this sense of certainty I can’t seem to find.
“Kim, you basically moved in here after only a couple weeks,” I say, “so I think you’re also totally certain this is where you’re supposed to be, but I…I’m not sure it’s still like that for me.”
Emily, who’s usually a master of hiding her emotions, winces with pain.
“I’m sorry,” I say, as the sight rips a hole in my chest. “I don’t mean to hurt you. I shouldn’t have said anything. I—”
“Clover” she interrupts, her ponytail swishing as she shakes her head, “you’re not hurting us. You’re just telling us the truth.”
Trish coughs. “I mean, they do say the truth hurts.”
Emily shoots her an absolute death glare.
“Kidding!” she adds. “Emily is right. You’re just being true to yourself. You don’t have to be exactly like us, Clo. I don’t know why you wouldn’t want to be like us. Kind of rude if you ask me, but—”
“Trish!” Emily hisses.
Trish holds up her hands. “I’m kidding! Ever heard of lightening the mood?”
I let out a watery chuckle as Emily fires off another death glare before turning back to me.
“Clover, how long have you felt this way?” she asks in a soft voice.
“I mean…it’s mostly just been this summer, but…”
I stare down at my cooling chili for a moment before I admit the rest.
“Well, I’ve been thinking about it, and you know how I was planning on taking that gap year with Neavh back when I first met her? It was only ever supposed to be one year off school, but I look back now, and I…I don’t know if I could have gone with her. I don’t even know if I could go now. I just…I’m supposed to stay, right? I’m supposed to stay here? I’m supposed to be like all of you?”
The panic has returned, clawing at my chest while my heart clangs out an alarm.
I can’t stop speaking in questions. I don’t know how to be sure about any of this.
“You’re not supposed to do anything except be yourself.”
Kim’s voice cuts through the haze.
She’s barely spoken above a mumble, but her warm brown eyes are fixed on mine, grounding me like two stones, and she seems to banish all the tension from the room for a moment with just that one sentence.
She blinks and drops her gaze to the table before glancing at Emily.
“Sorry. I—”
“No.” Emily cuts her off and lays a hand on her shoulder while she stares at her with a soft look on her face. “You’re exactly right.”
She takes her hand off Kim and then turns back to me.
“You don’t need to have the same dreams and goals as us to be part of this family. That’s not what family means.”
I press my lips together, fighting to believe her.
“Isn’t it, though?” I ask. “We’re supposed to stick together.”
Trish makes us all jump when she lets out a pointed scoff.
“You do know you have a cell phone, right, you idiot?”
Emily practically lunges for her throat.
“For god’s sake, Trish!” she shouts as she smacks the table.
“I’m just saying she can call us!” Trish rolls her eyes at Emily before focusing back on me. “You’re not going to fall off the face off the earth. I may not know much about science, but I do know that literally isn’t even possible.”
It’s a ridiculous joke, but somehow, it still makes me crack a smile. Before I know it, I’m laughing in spite of myself, in spite of everything.
A loud donkey snort bursts out of me, and that gets everyone else laughing too. I clap my hands over my mouth, my cheeks going red with embarrassment even as I continue giggling.
“So you’re not…mad?” I ask once we’ve all calmed down.
Emily shakes her head, her eyes shining with sincerity. “I’m not mad at all, Clo.”
Trish nods her agreement.
“Surprised as hell? Sure, but of course I’m not mad. I’m just glad you told us.” She leans a little closer to me, her tone taking on an extra somber note. “I know it’s hard to speak up sometimes.”
I fight off a sniffle as she stares deep into my eyes, and I realize she does know just how hard it is. It took her so many years before she felt ready to come out as herself.
The load on my shoulders gets a bit lighter as I tell myself someone else at this table understands just how hard it is to be something your family didn’t expect.
“For the record, I’m not mad either.”
I glance across the table to find Kim grinning at me. I smile back as all of us chuckle.
“Thank you, Kim,” I say, laying my arm out across the table to give her hand a quick squeeze.
We sit in silence as we absorb the shock of the last few minutes, like we’ve just survived an earthquake together.
Emily is the first one to speak.
“So you…you want to go travelling with Neavh?”
I can tell she’s fighting to keep her tone neutral, but I see the curiosity and even the wariness in the way everyone looks at me while they wait for my answer.
For the first time, I realize I might be partially to blame for the cautious welcome they’ve extended to Neavh this summer. I haven’t given them much to go on. I’ve kept to myself, sulking about how they don’t understand without giving them anything to even try understanding.
I’ve been scared that what I have with Neavh is just another part of me that won’t fit into who I’m supposed to be here, but my sisters have shown me I fit more than I think.
“I don’t know if things will work out with Neavh,” I admit. “It’s a bit of a mess right now. We had a fight, and I don’t know where we stand, but I…I don’t want to let her go, and if she’ll have me, then…then, yeah. I want to see the world with her. I…I don’t want to be without her again.”
The magnitude of those words hangs in the air like the static threat of lightning—a crackling hum braced to strike.
There’s no coming back from a feeling like that. However things turn out with Neavh, I’ve already walked straight into the storm.
I shake my head and order myself not to get caught up in those thoughts.
I have my family to think about now.
I have myself to think about too.
“This isn’t just about her, though,” I say. “I want to do this for me. I think…I think I have to do this for me.”
Another load of weight drops off my shoulders.
I’ve said it. I’ve said it out loud, not just to myself or to my best friend, but to my family. I’ve declared the truth. I’ve let it flow out into the world instead of trying to keep it stuffed up and suffocated.
“Wow,” Emily mumbles while shaking her head.
“What is it?” I ask, a spike of alarm ricocheting through me.
I don’t have to stay worried for long. In the next second, she’s beaming at me.
“I’m just admiring how brave my baby sister is.”
Trish scrambles out of her chair and comes to stand behind mine so she can bend over and wrap her arms around me.
“Awww!” she coos as she squeezes me tight. “I feel the same! Our brave baby sis!”
I’m pretty sure she’s crushing my lungs, but I don’t try to wriggle away. Instead, I sag into her touch and let myself be supported.
“I’m surprised too, of course,” Emily says. “You’ve had your whole life mapped out for years. I don’t think any of us saw this coming, but…maybe we should have.”
She sniffs, and Kim scoots her chair closer so she can lay her arm over Emily’s shoulders while Emily continues.
“I know Mom would have.”
I hear Trish’s breath catch, and my own breath stills in my lungs.
“You were the surprise baby, after all,” Emily continues. “You surprised us all the moment you came into the world. She would have known you’d go on to keep surprising us as you grew. She would have known this island was never going to be big enough to hold you, Clo.”
Trish presses the side of her cheek against mine, nuzzling into me for a moment before she pulls away, swiping at her eyes.
My eyes are burning too, and my throat is clogged enough to make my voice hoarse when I say, “Yeah. I think she would have.”
For a moment, I swear I can feel another pair of arms wrap around me, another soft cheek press against mine.
The sensation disappears when Newt’s whine cuts through the silence. His claws scratch at the front door as he begs to go find Dad.
My stomach twists with nerves at the same time my spine goes stiff with the certainty of what I need to do next.
“I should go talk to Dad.”
Emily frowns. “Are you sure? I can—”
“I’m sure,” I say as I get to my feet. “It should be me.”
I’ve only made it two steps before Trish tugs me into another hug.
“We’ve got your back, okay?” she murmurs into my ear. “No matter what.”



  


Chapter 25  


Clover


Ifind Dad sitting in his truck.
He turns away from me as I crack the passenger side door open, and I feel my heart drop through my feet all over again.
He won’t even look at me.
My knees begin to shake, but I fight through the urge to turn and run.
I have to do this. It has to be me.
Newt whines and paws at my pant leg while he tries to stuff his nose into the narrow gap of the door.
“Dad?” I say.
My voice shakes almost as much as my legs.
He doesn’t move.
I try again.
“Dad. Can I talk to you?”
He keeps his face turned away from me, but after a moment, he nods.
I pull the door all the way open and climb into the passenger seat. Newt plops himself down on the ground just outside, so I leave the door hanging open to keep him from making a fuss.
Through the windshield, I can see the sky is stained an inky blue, the last traces of daylight fading as night takes over the campground. A few bonfires are already burning, glowing like rubies sprinkled over the campsites. I watch them flicker for a few moments before I speak.
“I’m sorry.”
Dad flinches. He clears his throat, and I can hear how hoarse he is, like he’s been sitting out here on the verge of tears.
My own throat burns at the thought.
“Clover—”
His voice is ragged, and I know if I hear him say more, I’m going to end up sobbing so hard I won’t be able to get through all that I need to say myself.
“I’m sorry I have to do this,” I interrupt, the words tumbling out in a rush. “I never meant to. I never planned to. If there was any way I could not do it, I would try that. I would try anything.”
He takes a shuddering breath and finally looks at me. His eyes are shining and rimmed with red. A stab of pain jams between my ribs, so hard I gasp.
How can I do this to him?
“Dad, I’m so sorry,” I whisper. “Please don’t be angry.”
“Angry?”
He narrows his eyes, his glassy look disappearing as he squints at me.
“Clover, I’m not angry,” he says, shaking his head. “I’m not angry at you, at least. I’m angry at myself.”
My eyes go wide as shock hits me like an icy bucket of water.
“What? Why?”
He flinches again, deep worry lines carving into his face.
“Because I’ve made you feel like you need to be sorry for this. I’ve failed you. I couldn’t...I couldn’t even sit at that table and keep it together for you. You shouldn’t have to see me like this. That’s why I came out here. ”
My jaw drops, and for a few seconds, all I can do is gawk at him while my mind races to make sense of what he’s saying.
“Dad, of course you haven’t failed me,” I urge. “You’ve given me everything. I have the best life ever. I know it’s selfish that I want to leave it. I know—”
He lifts a hand in the air to cut me off and shakes his finger at me like I’m a misbehaving kid.
“That is nonsense, goose girl.” He glares at me like I’ve said something rude. “Nothing about you is selfish.”
My head spins. This doesn’t make sense.
“Then why do I want something else?” I whisper.
He shifts in his seat to face me, staring me down until I’ve got no choice but to meet his eyes.
“Because you deserve the world,” he says, his voice now clear and strong. “At the very least, you deserve to see it, and I hate that I ever made you think I’d stand in your way.”
He keeps staring at me for a few seconds, like he wants to make sure I’ve absorbed every word, before he turns to peer out the windshield.
I watch him observe the place we’ve both called home all our lives.
“She knew, you know?”
His voice has taken on a faraway note, like part of him has drifted off somewhere else.
I tilt my head as I try to figure out who he’s talking about.
“Who knew?”
“Your mother.”
I stiffen in my seat. I’m still not used to hearing him talk about her, not after he spent so long careening into a tailspin whenever anyone brought her up.
“When you were little,” he says, still staring out at the grounds like he’s watching a movie play in front of his eyes, “sometimes we’d sit watching you play. You’d be bandaging up one of your stuffed animals or building a little habitat for bugs. God, you loved your habitats, didn’t you?”
He chuckles at the memory of the intricate enclosures I’d craft for a variety of insects based on any information I could find in my collection of nature books. I’d try to keep the creatures under ‘observation’ for a couple hours, but they’d usually escape long before then.
“We’d watch you play,” he tells me, “always so caught up in your own world, and your mother would say, ‘Robert, that little girl is going big places. When the time comes, you better be ready to let her go.’”
His breath hitches, and he slumps in his seat as he seems to drop back into reality.
All my instincts are telling me to stay quiet, to let this moment pass instead of pushing him farther, but I’ve spent so long swallowing my questions about my mother. I can’t hold back now that he’s brought her up himself.
“She said that?” I ask, not quite ready to believe she knew me that well, long before I even knew myself.
Dad nods. “Many times.”
He looks at me again, and my eyes burn when I realize his are all shiny again.
“I knew you’d go someday, goose girl. I know you. I’m your dad. I just didn’t…I didn’t know I wouldn’t have Mary here with me when you left.”
His voice cracks, and so does my heart. A hot stream of tears leaks down my cheeks as I grab his hand and squeeze it in mine.
“Dad, I’m sorry,” I gasp out.
He shakes his head as he squeezes me back. “Enough of that. No being sorry. Listen to me. I know I wasn’t there for you girls the way I should have been after she died. I lost my way.”
He pauses and reaches for my other hand, staring down at our knuckles, mine smooth and tiny compared to his huge rough ones.
“I lost my way,” he repeats, “and I’ll always be ashamed of that. I should have been taking care of you. I can’t go back and change it, but I can take care of you now, and if that means sending you out into the world with my blessing, I’ll buy you the biggest, fanciest, most expensive backpack they have in the store, and I’ll drive you to the airport myself.”
He lifts my hands up to his face, his arms shaking, and presses a kiss to each of my palms.
He’s never done anything like that before. He’s more of the begrudging hug and quick kiss on the forehead type. The tenderness of the gesture rips a sob out of me, and I lean in to throw my arms around his neck.
“Dad,” I croak, letting his wiry beard scratch my face for a moment before I pull away.
As I do, he reaches up to flick the silver goose charm dangling on my wrist.
“You were made to fly, goose girl. Just promise me one thing.”
I nod. “Of course.”
He sweeps his hand towards the windshield, drawing my gaze out over Three Rivers.
“Don’t forget this will always be your home. You can always come back whenever you like. You’re a Rivers. Always. No matter how far you fly.”
I look back at him, and I only last a couple seconds before I pull him into another hug.
He pats me on the back, and I hear him sniff as I sob again.
I’m about to apologize for crying like this, but he’s saved from telling me not to be sorry when Newt decides enough is enough and launches himself into the truck. He scrambles to climb up into the seat and tackles me like a puppy, licking my ear and any other part of my face he can reach.
“I think Newt agrees with me,” Dad says, laughing as he watches me try to defend myself from the onslaught of dog breath. “He’s telling you not to forget.”
Once I’ve gotten Newt calmed down, I turn back to my dad.
“I won’t,” I tell him, the words a solemn vow. “Not ever.”



  


Chapter 26  


Neavh


Two days after Clover’s text about leaving town, David comes out of the house and finds me sweating and covered in a combination of grease, dirt, and some mystery stains I’d rather not think about.
“Neavh?” he says, his eyes going wide as he pauses halfway to his motorcycle. “What are you doing?”
I gesture at the bright yellow golf cart beside me and the array of cleaning products scattered along the driveway.
“Isn’t it obvious?”
He shakes his head. “Um, no?”
“I’m cleaning the golf cart.”
He squints at me and then pulls his phone out of his pocket to check the screen.
“You’re cleaning the golf cart at…seven-thirty in the morning?”
I blink in surprise and then glance up at the sky to see the sun has moved a lot farther than I realized.
“Is it seven-thirty already?” I ask. “I started just past five.”
“You started at five?” David’s shocked voice echoes through the early morning quiet of the woods. “Why the hell were you up at five? You worked the late shift last night.”
I nod, wobbling a little on my feet now that I’ve stopped cleaning. “Indeed I did. Thanks for putting that on my schedule, by the way. The tips were great.”
He ignores my thanks as he comes over to grab me by the elbow and then slowly guides me to the front step of the house like I’m an escaped dog he found wandering the woods.
“You sit down,” he orders. “I’ll get you some water. Have you eaten anything? Did you even go to bed at all last night?”
I snatch my arm away and plant my hands on my hips. “David, I am fine.”
He raises his eyebrows. “You’re shaking, Neavh. You’re not fine.”
I look down at myself and realize he’s right; my knees are trembling, and my fingers keep twitching too.
“Tabarnak,” I curse under my breath.
“Sit,” he orders. “Right now.”
I make a show out of sighing, but I do as he says. He steps around me and disappears into the house for a moment before returning with a glass of water and a foil pack of gummy fruit snacks.
Normally, I’d be teasing him about being a grown man who stocks his cupboard with gummy fruit snacks, but now that I’m sitting, the shaking has gotten worse. My head is spinning so fast I have to close my eyes to keep the trees from looking like they’re toppling over.
“Drink this,” David commands as he slides the glass into my hand, “and then tell me what the hell you were doing up so early.”
I gulp down the cool liquid, and my vision settles enough to keep my eyes open without getting dizzy.
“What are you doing up so early?” I shoot back.
“I have to pick up the truck at the bar and then drive to Port Alberni to get some repair parts for the deep fryer. Now you answer my question.”
I set the glass down and reach up to rub my temples.
“I couldn’t sleep,” I say, “so I decided to do something productive.”
He stares down at me for a few moments, his face unreadable, before he sighs and squats down next to me on the step.
“You do realize this is very alarming behavior, right?” he asks as he rips open the snack pack before dropping it into my hands. “You look awful.”
I glare at him while I chew on an orange flavoured gummy.
“Gee, thanks,” I deadpan after I’ve swallowed.
“When was the last time you got a decent night’s sleep?”
I do a quick mental calculation—or at least, as quick as I can manage with my brain totally fried—and realize that must have been at least a week ago, back before that awful fight with Clover at the yurt.
“I’m fine,” I tell David. “It’s really no big deal.”
He sighs again and shifts out of his squat to take a seat.
“It is a big deal. You’ve clearly been extremely stressed this past week. You’re going to make yourself sick if you keep going like this.” He pauses, his face pulling into a grimace for a moment before he asks, “Is this about…your parents?”
I freeze with a gummy halfway to my mouth.
“What?”
“You started acting different after your mom got in touch with me.”
I almost drop the gummy in disbelief.
He’s really doing this again. We’ve had at least three arguments about this, and they’ve all ended with me telling him he needs to stop pushing this thing with my parents.
I press my lips together, fighting to suppress a growl as I glare at him.
“I started acting different after you wouldn’t drop it and leave it alone. I told you I don’t want to talk about them, and I sure as hell don’t want to talk to them.”
He clasps his hands in his lap and stares across the yard for a few moments. A songbird twitters somewhere in the distance, followed by the throaty caw of a few crows. Pale morning light dances through the treetops. I could almost convince myself we’d stumbled into an enchanted meadow in a Disney movie, if it weren’t for the fact that I’m seething with rage.
“She’s messaged me a couple more times,” David says without looking at me. “I just think—”
The rage crackles and sparks like a wildfire intent on razing this peaceful morning to the ground, blazing so hot I can’t even let him finish his sentence.
“I. Don’t. Want. To. Do. This,” I sneer.
He still refuses to back off.
“Neavh, you can’t keep running from this.”
His words echo in my head, taking me straight back to that day with Clover.
She said the same thing. She said I was running away, that I’d keep running away.
“I know it’s really hard,” David continues. “but maybe if you—”
“Why does everyone think I’m running?” I jump to my feet, raking my hands through my hair as my chest heaves. “Doesn’t anyone understand that it was killing me to stay there? Am I a fucking coward just for wanting to stay alive?”
My legs are trembling again, but I don’t care. I can’t stop. I can’t stop until someone understands.
David’s eyes go wide as I loom over him. “Neavh, I’m sorry. I—”
“No.” I shake my head, my heart pounding like a jackhammer in my ears. “No, you clearly don’t get it, so you know what? Why don’t I just show you?”
I lunge for the doorknob. My mind races, processing my surroundings in strobe-like flashes of clarity. I feel like I’ve got a fever, or like I’m high on some drugs gone terribly wrong.
David leaps to his feet. “Neavh—”
“No, don’t Neavh me,” I bark as I twist the door handle.
I stomp past him and then lunge for my phone where it’s sitting on the dining table.
“Come on, David,” I call out while I swipe at the screen. “Come see what happens when I stop running away from my parents.”
David’s face has gone pale. He almost looks like he’s about to throw up.
“I’m sorry, okay?” He stretches his arms out towards me before dropping them to his sides. “You don’t have to do this.”
I turn away as my stomach churns with guilt, but I don’t have time to rethink what I’m doing.
My mom picks up on the third ring.
“Hello? Who is this?”
My lungs frost over at the sound of her voice, trapping anything I was about to say in the ice.
“Hello?” she repeats. “Bonjour? Il y a qulqu’un là?”
The ice melts all at once—cracking first and then shattering into a thousand pieces.
She sounds the same. She sounds the exact same she always has, and all it does is remind me that nothing has changed.
The feverish energy returns to my body, and I begin pacing the length of the living room as I clutch the phone so tight my hand aches.
“Hiya, Ma!” I say, my voice so freakishly bright and dripping in sarcasm that even I’m put on edge by the sound.
My mom draws in a sharp breath. “Neavh? Is that you?”
“The one and only,” I chirp.
I hear my dad’s voice in the background. It’s too muffled for me to make out the words, but I know it’s him.
“Salut, Papa!” I call out. “You might as well put me on speakerphone, Mom. Let’s get the whole family on the line.”
David makes a strangled sound where he’s still standing over by the front door, and whatever sleep-deprived demon I’ve been possessed by makes me press the speaker button on my phone too.
He might as well hear this straight from the source.
There are a few scuffling sounds on the other end of the line, followed by some beeping, and then I hear my dad speak directly to me.
“Neavh, c’est toi?”
“Ouais, c’est moi, Papa.” I glance over at David and switch to English. “I heard you’ve been in touch with my cousin.”
My mom scoffs. “We had to hear from your cousin that you’re in Canada. Why haven’t you come to Montreal?”
I wrack my brain for a sarcastic reply, but she doesn’t give me a chance to find one.
“We can get you a flight.”
My jaw drops, and I stop my pacing to stare at David with wide eyes.
They actually want to see me. They’re willing to spot me a cross-country ticket just to come home and visit them.
For a split-second, the flames burning along my skin are snuffed out.
Then she keeps talking.
“It’s only June. We could get you back in school for the fall semester.”
She keeps going on about how it’s not too late for me to make something of myself, how there’s still a chance for me to finish school in a ‘reasonable timeframe’ and get my life ‘back on track.’
I stop processing the rest. The floor drops out from under me, and I have to brace a hand against the nearest wall to keep myself standing as reality slams back into place.
“Is that really all you have to say to me?” I ask, cutting her off mid-sentence. “We haven’t talked in months, and you’re not even going to ask how I’ve been? You’re not even going to ask where I’ve been?”
Both of them are silent for a moment before my dad speaks, his tone clipped.
“You clearly don’t want to tell us, Neavh. You don’t call.”
I start pacing again, my footsteps so heavy they rattle the floor.
“That’s because you always do this!”
“Do what?” my mom asks. “Try to help you get your life back together?”
I swallow a scream, and before I can think better of it, I hurl the one accusation I know they won’t be able to ignore or brush aside like everything else I say.
“That’s not my life. That’s his life.”
The words land like a grenade. The dead air between us is filled by the loudest silence I’ve ever heard in my life.
It’s deafening, an explosion that rings in my ears and makes even David freeze, his face twisted with horror.
When my mom finally speaks again, her voice is quaking with rage.
“Don’t you dare—”
“Don’t you dare,” I shoot back, spurred on by the fact that at least I’ve done something. At least she’s actually listening now. “Don’t you dare try to say you want to help me. You just want to make things easier for yourselves. You want me to live the life you planned for him so you don’t have to face the fact that he’s gone, but guess what? He didn’t want that life either!”
Both of them gasp like they’ve been stabbed, but it doesn’t stop me.
“He never wanted to go to university,” I tell them. “You just told him he did, and he wanted to make you happy. I wanted to make you happy too. I bent myself over backwards for you, but you couldn’t even get out of bed for me after he died. The only time you ever noticed me was when I was fucking up or when I somehow managed to have some sort of success living up to the standards you set for him. You never noticed me when I was just being me.”
My eyes burn, and I swipe at the salty tears I hadn’t even realized were pouring down my cheeks.
“I mean, what the fuck?” I practically screech. “What the actual fuck?”
“Neavh Beaudoin!” my dad thunders. “Do not swear at your mother.”
“I’ll swear as much as I want!” I shout back. “I’ll keep swearing until you admit all of this is true.”
My mom is breathing so hard I can hear each one of her strained exhales.
“We lost a child, Neavh,” she says. “You have no idea what that feels li—”
“I lost the same fucking person as you!” I wail as I sink to my knees on the floor. “Of course I know what it feels like. You’re not the only person who gets to be hurt!”
I curl my arm around my stomach, hunching forward like she’s punched me.
David rushes forward, but before he’s reached me, my dad speaks up.
“You need to calm down.”
His voice sounds cold, empty, distant.
He’s already slipping away again.
“You need to get more upset!” I scream. “You need to feel something! You just sit around feeling nothing all the time, waiting for me to come fill the void, and I can’t, okay? I just can’t.”
My voice echoes in my ears, and every last ounce of energy seems to whoosh out of me all at once.
Exhaustion descends. My vision narrows, turning black at the edges, and then zooms back out into focus when someone catches me before I can topple into a face-plant on the floor.
David’s arms wrap around me, holding me steady. I lean into his chest, too tired to even hold my head up anymore.
It hits me then: just how long I’ve been exhausted for.
I’ve been tired for years. I’ve been tired ever since Charles died.
I worked myself to the bone trying to be what they needed, and now I’ve run myself ragged pretending I don’t care.
It takes me a moment to realize my mom is still talking. I can barely feel the phone in my hand. I blink at it, shocked I’ve managed not to drop it on the floor.
“You’re not being fair,” she says. “You’re our daughter, Neavh. We care about you. We want you to come home so you can live the life you deserve, the life we’ve prepared for you.”
I try to shake my head, but it feels too heavy. Even my eyelids feel like they’re made of lead as I give in and let them drift shut.
“You’re not listening,” I say, my voice so faint I’m not sure they’ll hear it. “You didn’t prepare that life for me.”
Neither of them says anything in response, but I can hear them breathing as they hold their silence, the strained tension on the line making it clear they’ve heard.
With David keeping me upright, I find the strength to open my eyes and lift the phone up closer to my face.
“I can’t be a stand-in for Charles.”
My mom gasps at the sound of his name, and my dad sucks in a sharp breath.
They don’t say anything, not even to tell me to shut up. They let the silence stretch on, that deafening quiet that has sucked us all up like a black hole so many times before.
My brother’s memory deserves to be so much more than a black hole.
“And even if I could, it wouldn’t be enough.”
Each word rings in my head like the clear, sweet peal of a bell, calling out through the darkness to remind me I don’t have to fall with them, not this time.
“I can’t make you happy because you don’t know how to be happy, not anymore.”
The truth blooms in me like buds on a tree branch—not quite ready to unfurl, but sprouting, growing, gaining the strength to open up.
“You need to find that again for yourselves. I can’t find it for you, and if I keep trying to, we’re all just going to keep running around the same circle again and again and again.”
I wince as I think back to what Clover said about me running, how I’d just keep leaving people behind.
She was right.
I haven’t had room for anyone else. I’ve been carrying so much weight for so long that the thought of piling yet another person’s expectations onto my back made my knees buckle.
Maybe I don’t have to carry everyone, though. Maybe I can find someone who just wants to walk beside me.
Maybe I already have.
“Neavh, what are you talking about?”
My mom’s voice is shaking, and just minutes ago, I would have felt a sick rush of satisfaction at making her feel something, even pain, but now there’s only a dull ache in my stomach.
It shouldn’t have to be like this, not for any of us.
“We just want you to come home,” she tells me.
For a moment, I let myself imagine it.
I picture getting on the plane. I picture meeting them at the airport. I picture moving back into my childhood bedroom and returning to the same classrooms I abandoned four years ago.
I try to picture my parents happy, satisfied, alive—all because I’ve returned and done what they’ve asked.
I can see them standing on the front steps of the house, waving me off for my first day back at school, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t see their faces. I can’t see their smiles. I can’t see the proof I’ve made them happy. All I see above their necks are smudged blurs.
“I can’t do that,” I say. “Not until you understand what I’m saying. Not until you’re ready for things to change.”
My mom makes a choked sound, and my dad lets out an angry huff.
“Neavh, ҫa suffit,” he snaps. “Stop talking to your mother this way. You need to stop running away from your responsibilities and come home.”
Running.
So many people have told me I’m running, and maybe they’ve all been right.
“I was running,” I say. My voice sounds hazy, and I realize I’m not speaking to my parents anymore. I’m speaking to myself. “That’s true, but what I’ve been running from was never my responsibility.”
There’s a moment of silence before my dad huffs again.
“Neavh—”
“Think about what I’ve said.”
I snap back to reality and sit up straighter, some of my sparking energy from earlier returning as I realize I’m done with this conversation.
There’s nothing more I can say to them.
“Please,” I add. “If you’re ready to hear it, then let me know, but if not…I don’t want to call again. I don’t want you to call David about me either. I’m safe. I’m okay, or at least, I will be, so please respect that, and don’t reach out until you’re ready to do more than just talk. Don’t reach out until you’re ready to listen.”
My voice doesn’t shake or tremble. I sound firm. I sound strong.
I sound like someone who believes in herself, regardless of how much anyone else does.
I press the button to end the call, and as soon as the screen goes black, the phone tumbles out of my hand to land with a clatter on the floor.
I collapse back against David, breathing hard as exhaustion closes in like a thick cloud of smoke. David props me up, my back to his chest and my head lolling against his shoulder.
“Neavh, I…” His voice cracks, and I feel him shudder. “I had no idea. I am so, so sorry. I never would have told you to call them if I knew it was that bad. You tried to tell me, but I didn’t listen, and I’m so sorry.”
I try to shake my head, and all I manage is jerking my chin from side to side.
“I’m glad I called. I needed that. I needed the proof that after all this time, they haven’t changed. They’re stuck, and…and so am I.”
My eyes sting, and my vision gets blurry as fresh tears streak down my face.
All I can think of is Clover and the last look I got at her, all hunched up at the yurt with her back turned to me.
She didn’t turn around.
I looked back, but she didn’t turn around.
“I don’t want to be stuck anymore,” I whisper. “It’s making me lose everything.”
David shuffles us both around so he can grip my shoulder.
“You’re not stuck, okay?” he says as he gives me a squeeze. “Maybe you have been, but today, what you just did… You’re moving forward. Maybe they’re not, but you are.”
I pause for a moment, waiting for that scratchy voice in my head to tell me he’s wrong, that I’ll always be stuck, that I’ll just keep messing things up, but for now at least, the voice is quiet.
Everything is quiet, so quiet I could drift off to sleep right here.
I sigh and sag a little heavier against David.
Sleep would feel so good.
“You think so?” I ask him.
He nods, jostling me a little. “I know so.”
Warmth spreads over my body like a thick blanket tucking me in.
“Thank you,” I say.
He chuckles. “Thank yourself. You did that.”
I manage to nod once before my head lolls, my chin drooping towards my chest.
“Yeah,” I mutter. “Yeah, I did, didn’t I?”
David chuckles again. “I think we better get you to bed.”
Before I can process what’s happening, he’s gotten to his feet and bent to scoop me up in his arms. I don’t have the energy to struggle or try to slide out of his grip. All I do is hang there like a helpless baby monkey while he shuffles over to my bedroom and dumps me down onto the mattress.
“Oof!” I say as I roll to my side and then squirm up to the pillow.
I’m halfway to sleep the second my head hits the soft fabric of my pillowcase. I don’t even realize David has thrown a blanket over me and backed away until he whispers to me from the door.
“Hey, Neavh?”
My eyes flutter open before drifting shut again. “Mmmm?”
“I just wanted to say, uh, I love you, you know? And there’ll always be a place for you here.”
I open my eyes again and find him grinning at me while he grips the door handle. His words fill some of the hole I’ve ripped inside myself today. I know I had to do it, but I just told my family I don’t want to hear from them again until they’re ready for something I’m not sure they’ll ever be ready for.
Only they’re not my only family. I’m not all on my own. I’ve got David, and I know he’s telling the truth.
I’ll always have him.
“I love you too, David,” I choke out past the lump in my throat.
He smiles at me for another second before he pulls the door shut behind him. I snuggle deeper under the blanket once he’s gone, sighing as sleep begins to take hold.
In the final moments before I drift off, I see my brother’s face—not smudged and blurred like when I imagined my parents, but clear and crisp as a memory of yesterday.
I see every detail that’s begun to fade over the years: the little crinkles beside his eyes when he smiled, the messy wisps of his dark hair, the slight chip in his front tooth from when he cracked it playing soccer.
I see him nod at me before he disappears, and that nod is all I need to assure me I’ve done the right thing. I’ve done what’s right for me. I’ve done what I have to do so I can keep going, so I can keep living, and I know when I do that, I keep my brother living too.
“I love you too, Charles,” I whisper into the quiet of my room.



  


Chapter 27  


Neavh


“Do you want to go surfing today?”
I blink at David where he’s sitting on the couch. My eyes still haven’t fully adjusted from leaving the darkness of my room, and the midmorning light streaming in through the window is blinding.
“Huh?” I say, my voice groggy.
After napping until the early afternoon once David got me into bed yesterday, I returned to my slumber shortly past 9PM and proceeded to sleep a solid twelve hours straight last night.
Turns out insomnia can really do a number on you.
David does his best to muffle a laugh as I continue to blink at him. I can only imagine how I must look, squinting like a disoriented bat. I haven’t looked in the mirror yet, but I can tell my hair is an absolute bird’s nest, and my pajama shirt is on inside out.
“Do you want to surf?” he repeats. “You’ve got the morning off, and I don’t have anything pressing at the bar today, so I thought we could drive up to Tofino and rent some boards. You can show me all the sick moves you picked up in Australia.”
I scoff. “I’ve been surfing, like, six times in my life.”
He tilts his head. “So you’re saying you don’t have sick moves?”
“Whoa now.” I hold a hand up. “I didn’t say that.”
He grins. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”
He jumps up off the couch and nods at his open laptop sitting on the coffee table.
“I checked the surf report for Cox Bay. If we leave in the next twenty minutes or so, we should get a couple nice hours in.”
I raise my eyebrows. “You checked the surf report? Since when did you become such a beach boy?”
He rolls his eyes. “I live an hour’s drive away from the most famous surf town in Canada. I know how to check a surf report, okay?”
I make a hang loose gesture and do my best impersonation of a dopey Cali surfer guy. “Rock on, gnarly dude.”
He walks over and flicks my head before I have a chance to defend myself.
“Ow!” I screech even though it barely hurt.
“Do you want to go or not?” he demands. “I thought we could do something fun together today, but if you’re going to be a brat about it…”
“Noooo!” I moan. “I wanna go!”
I make a pleading puppy dog face while he glares at me. We only keep the exchange up for a couple seconds before we both burst out laughing.
Things feel lighter between us, like we’re cousins goofing around at boring holiday dinners again. The tension of this past week has evaporated, and while the rest of my life might feel like a trembling Jenga tower missing a few too many pieces, this part right here is solid and strong.
This is a part I can build from while I figure out the rest.
“Thank you,” I say once our laughter has passed. “It would be really great to do something fun just the two of us.”
I hurry through my morning routine and scrounge up some breakfast before stuffing a bathing suit and a few other beach supplies into a small backpack David lends me.
We both gear up in motorcycle-proof pants and long sleeves before piling onto David’s bike. I whoop loud enough for him to hear me over the rumble of the engine as we pull out of the driveway, my helmet knocking against his when we hit a couple bumps.
“Watch it!” he complains with a fake stern glare.
He still whoops along with me when we hit the highway and speed out of River’s Bend, heading up towards the coast.
I lean back, gripping the edge of the seat behind me, and stare up at the treetops high above us. The sun is darting in and out of the large clumps of clouds dotting the blue sky, streaking the highway in dappled pools of shadow and light.
The wind whips at my clothes, stealing my breath as I stretch my lungs with the deepest inhale I can manage. The fresh, earthy scent of the forest fills my nose, and the reverberations of the bike’s engine rumble through me like thunder.
This island is pulsing with life, bursting with it, every second here a magnificent wonder as ancient as the plates of the earth deep beneath the ocean and as new as the chirping baby birds tucked in their nests high above our heads.
I feel ancient and new too, like I’ve seen far too much of this life and somehow also next to none of it.
So much is waiting for me. So much is calling. So much has yet to unfold.
We drive for an hour straight, the dense forests giving way to rocky coastlines and then, finally, the dusky sands of the beach.
The parking lot is already full, but David manages to squeeze the bike into an unofficial spot at the edge of the pavement. He says something about getting our boards and wetsuits, but I can barely hear him. My focus has already turned to the ocean.
The beach is dotted with spectators perched on towels and blankets, their eyes glued to the surfers bobbing in the waves like lazy seals. I watch the hypnotic dip and rise of their boards as they sit facing the horizon, waiting for the next wave worth catching. Some of them even lay stretched out on their stomachs to let the dark neoprene of their wetsuits soak up the sun.
Above the call of seabirds and the shouts of a few kids running around on the beach, I hear the constant crash and whoosh of the tide. The water beats a steady rhythm against the sand. The air is laced with the sharp scent of brine, and as soon as the smell hits my nose, I’m running.
I pry the helmet off my head as I tear across the beach, warring with gravity itself as the heavy sand threatens to slow me down. I keep pushing, my muscles straining and my blood pumping fast and hard as I make a beeline for the dark strip of sand where the ocean meets the earth.
I don’t stop until I’m just a few steps away. Then I dump the helmet and yank my socks and shoes off in a hobbling frenzy before surging forward into the surf.
I shriek when the frigid water splashes up my ankles and calves. My jeans are soaked in an instant, but I don’t care. I wade all the way out to my knees and let the waves swell around me.
There’s nothing but sea and sky on the horizon, the perfect line of blue on blue broken only by the bobbing shapes of the surfers. I watch as one, then two, then a whole dozen of them whip their boards around to face the shore. They flip onto their stomachs and begin to paddle, slow at first, but then the wave cresting behind them nudges the tips of their boards, and their arms blur into a flurry of movement as they dig in hard for a few final strokes.
Some don’t even make the pop up to their feet. They fall behind, letting the wave rush past them to carry the others on. Some stand for only a fraction of a second before tipping over and tumbling into the cold water.
A few of them make it.
A few of them find their stride, knees bent at the perfect angle, feet splayed at the perfect distance. They glide in harmony with the water, rocking and rolling in time with the rhythm of the wave all the way into the shore.
I shoot my arms up in the air and cheer at the top of my lungs. I whoop and clap like I’m watching my best friends out there, and when I’m done, I laugh.
I tip my face up to the sky, and I laugh like I haven’t laughed in years.
I laugh like I’m free. I laugh like no matter how many bumps in the road seem to indicate otherwise, I know I will always be okay.
“What are you laughing at, you maniac?”
I glance behind me and find David waiting on the sand, his arms crossed as he shakes his head and grins at me.
“I don’t even know!” I shout over the sound of the waves, beaming at him.
I turn back to the ocean, and I let myself feel everything: the colours, the shapes, the smells, the sounds. I let it fill me up, let it all seep into me like sunlight, and as I charge out farther into the salty depths while David yells about me soaking my only clothes, I realize it’s possible to run without running from something.
It’s possible to run just because sometimes, running feels really fucking good.

“What do you say?” David asks as he bobs on his board beside mine. “One last wave before we pack it in?”
We’ve been out here chasing waves for at least a couple hours. David’s meticulous top knot has turned into a matted mess hanging down into his eyes, and I’m sure my own hair looks just as ridiculous. Our faces are flushed with exertion, and despite the icy water, I’m panting and tugging at the tight neck of my wetsuit.
“Yeah,” I answer. “One more sounds good.”
I’m dreaming of a pile of fries and an ice cold Pepsi from wherever the nearest snack shack is, but I order my stomach to hold out for one last ride.
David and I scan the horizon alongside the rest of the surfers, squinting against the glittering reflection of the sun as we search for the first hints of a wave worthy enough to take us into the shore.
David and I aren’t exactly the world’s greatest surfers, and we’ve only had a couple rides longer than a few seconds today, but I still have hope.
I have hope.
The feeling grows with every breath I take, with every drop of water that splashes against my skin. The whole world seems brighter, closer, like I’ve peeled back a layer of thick plastic I didn’t know was separating me from my own life.
“There!” David shouts.
I follow the line of his finger pointing out to sea, and I spot the wave that’s got a few of the other surfers excited too. We wait for it to come closer, watching to see if it will continue to grow. When all signs point to yes, we join the ritual of turning our boards and getting into position.
I start to paddle, tuning all my senses to catching the exact right moment. I hear the whoosh of the wave, and I paddle harder, fighting the tug of the water as it begins to draw me backwards. I dig my right hand in hard, then my left, before I grip the board and pop up to stand.
My feet land exactly where they’re supposed to, my weight centered and my gaze fixed to the shore. I don’t wobble at all as the wave propels me forward, sweeping me along at top speed while it barrels towards the beach.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see David topple over and land with a splash, but I don’t break my concentration.
I breathe deep, making small adjustments with my hips to compensate for the bumps of the wave as I get closer and closer to land.
It’s the longest ride of my life.
I make it all the way until my momentum runs out and I’m able to take a gentle hop off the board, landing in water that reaches halfway up my shins.
I hear cheering behind me, and I turn around to find not just David clapping for me where he’s out walking his board into shore, but a few of the other surfers as well. They stick their thumbs in the air, nodding their approval, and I beam at them as I nod back.
“That was sick!” David shouts once he’s close enough for me to hear him.
“Thanks!” I shout back.
“I knew you must have picked up some sick moves in Australia,” he says after tucking his board under his arm and coming to join me in the shallows. “Your balance is crazy.”
I shake my head, still grinning. “Nah. I think I picked my balance up here.”
We spend the next twenty minutes getting our boards and wetsuits dropped off at the rental stand. My jeans are a sopping, sand-coated mess, so I opt for wearing a towel as a skirt instead. David won’t stop laughing at how ridiculous I look while we make the short walk up the road to the snack shack.
I pull my phone out of my backpack to check the time and freeze when I see I’ve got a message from Clover.
“What is it?” David asks, spinning around when he realizes I’m no longer walking beside him.
“She texted me.”
I haven’t even unlocked the phone. All I can do is stare at the notification while water drips down from the tips of my hair to dampen my t-shirt.
“Who texted you?”
I look up at him with wide eyes. My heart is booming like a bass drum, and I’ve started breathing hard.
“Ohhhh,” David says, a knowing look on his face as he assesses the state of me. “What did Clover say?”
I look back down at the phone. “I don’t know. I haven’t read it.”
I keep staring at the screen while beachgoers trailing to and from the snack shack swerve around us.
“Are you…going to read it?” David asks.
Part of me is so nervous I’m considering sprinting back to the beach so I can chuck the phone in the ocean and ignore the message forever, but the rest of me is burning to know what’s in the text.
I haven’t heard from Clover at all since she messaged to say she was leaving River’s Bend for a few days. I brace for the worst as I pull up our text conversation. My jaw is clenched so tight my teeth ache, and the letters swim in front of my eyes for a few seconds before I’m able to read them.
Then I shriek.
“What?” David yelps. “What is it?”
“She said she misses me!” I shout. “She wants to meet up as soon as I can!”
David’s confusion morphs into a dopey-looking smile.
“Fuck yeah!” he shouts, punching the air.
A mom passing by with her two small kids gives him a dirty look.
“I mean, uh, heck yeah!” he amends.
He comes over to slap my hand with a high five. I’m so shocked I barely feel it.
“This is good, right? Like, if it was bad, she wouldn’t have said she misses me? Right?”
David plants his hands on my shoulders. “It’s good, Neavh.”
“Right.” I nod way too many times. “Right.”
“Why don’t you tell her to come meet you here?”
I gawk at him. “Here? Now?”
He lets me go and shrugs. “Why not? She said as soon as you’re available, right? You’re at the beach. It’s a beautiful day. Why don’t you see if she can drive up and meet you?”
I wrack my brain for any compelling reasons why that’s a terrible idea, but aside from the way my heart is still racing with nerves, I have to admit he’s making a lot of sense.
“You know what?” I say. “Why not? I’m gonna text her.”
I let the adrenaline high carry me through typing a quick message and hitting send.
Then my stomach flips.
“Oh god. I did it. What have I done? I have to take it back!”
Before I can type anything else, David plucks my phone out of my hands and holds it high above his head.
“No, you do not,” he commands. “You will come to the snack shack with me. We will get fries, and I will not return your phone until Clover has answered.”
He keeps holding the phone aloft like a trophy as he leads the way up the path. I’ve got no choice but to follow, whining requests for him to give it back the whole way to the shack.
We’ve just put our order in and claimed a seat on a nearby weather-beaten log when I see my phone light up in David’s hands.
“She answered!” I shriek.
I lunge for the phone, and David practically chucks it at me to avoid being tackled.
“Oh my god!” I yell, unable to speak at a normal volume despite the continued dirty looks we’re getting from a couple families nearby. “She’s coming! She’s driving over right now!”
I’m not sure how I manage to get through the next hour of waiting without going so crazy I end up casting myself into the sea. I consider it a few times, but I settle for munching through my fries despite the fact that I can’t taste anything.
David suggests we take a beach walk once we’re done eating. We’re still down by the shore when Clover texts to tell me she’s arrived.
“That’s my cue,” David says after I’ve shrieked the announcement. “Good luck, cuz. Go get your girl.”
“W-wait,” I stammer as he begins heading up the beach. “You’re leaving?”
He chuckles. “Do you really want your cousin here for this?”
“Uh…”
I try to think about how I’d explain that to Clover.
“You’ll be fine,” David says with another chuckle. “Call me if you need anything. I’m assuming she’s giving you a ride home.”
I sputter out a few more protests, but he’s already turned around. I watch as he makes his way across the sand to the parking lot. The crowd has thinned now that the surf has died down, but there are still enough vehicles parked that I can’t spot Clover.
With my hands trembling, I begin to type out a message to let her know I’m down by the water. My fingers are shaking so bad I keep making typos, and it takes me a minute before I’m ready to hit send.
Just as I’m about to do it, I hear a shout from across the beach and look up.
Clover is making her way towards me, sandals in hand as she passes hopeful sunbathers waiting for the clouds to disappear. All I can do is stand and watch as she makes her way to the deserted stretch of shore I’ve claimed for myself.
She looks stunning.
She looks like the sun itself, descending on the beach to bask us all in her glow. Her copper hair gleams where it hangs in two loose braids, and even in some old cargo shorts and a Three Rivers tank top, she’s enough to turn heads—or at least, I assume she is; I can’t spare even a second to look at anyone besides her.
There’s a shy smile on her face, and when she steps up in front of me, her gaze flicks down to the sand before she meets my eyes.
“Clover,” I breathe.
It’s all I can say. Her name almost feels like an incantation, like a spell to keep her here so she doesn’t fade away.
We’ve been apart for less than a week, but I marvel at the sight of her like it’s been years.
She rocks on her heels, that nervous smile still flickering on her lips.
“Hi,” she says.
She glances at my outfit, and my face burns when I remember I’m standing here in nothing but a t-shirt and a towel with my bare feet stuffed into my damp, sand-coated sneakers. My hair is caked with saltwater and drying into a gnarled mess.
“Were you…swimming?” she asks.
“Surfing.”
Her eyes widen. “I didn’t know you surf now.”
I huff a laugh. “I barely surf.”
I’m going to leave it at that, but the memory of my last ride today surfaces in my mind, and for some reason, I’m hit with the urge to tell her about it.
“But I did pretty good today,” I add. “I think I beat my own record with the last wave of the day.”
All the hesitation leaves Clover’s face. She beams at me with the full force of her smile, and even though I’ve never been much of a photographer, my hands twitch with the urge to whip my phone out and capture this moment forever.
She’s so goddamn beautiful.
“I wish I could have seen that,” she says.
I might be imagining it, but I swear there’s almost a wistful tone to her voice, like she really does regret not being here.
“So you…you, uh…” I stammer, scrambling to find something normal to say. “How are you?”
It’s possibly the most un-suave thing I could have gone with, but her smile doesn’t drop.
“I’m good,” she says. “Actually, I’m great.”
I realize I’m smiling back at her. I have no idea what’s happening or where this is going, but if Clover is great, there’s a part of me that will always be happy about it, no matter the circumstances.
“That’s great,” I say. “That’s so great.”
“I quit school.”
My jaw drops so fast I’m surprised it doesn’t hit the sand.
“What?”
She nods, still beaming. I wonder if I need to clean my ears out. There’s no way Clover Rivers looks that happy about not going to school.
“Yeah,” she says, her cheeks turning a little pink. “Sorry for cutting right to the chase, but, uh, that’s the big thing I wanted to tell you. Well, one of the big things.”
I’m not sure how much bigger things could get. I’m still not convinced I heard her correctly.
“You’re…not going back to school?”
She shakes her head and rocks back on her heels. “Not for the time being. I officially dropped out of my Master’s program today.”
I know I must be gaping at her like a fish, but I can’t get my mouth to close.
“What? Why?”
She presses her lips together for a moment before she answers, dropping her voice to a murmur. “Because you were right.”
I blink. “Me?”
“Yeah, you,” she says with a low chuckle. “You were right about me. I wasn’t being honest with myself about what I wanted. I wasn’t being brave.”
Regret churns in my stomach as I think back on that day at the yurt.
“Clover, I’m so sorry. I never should have said any of that. I—”
“No,” she interrupts. “You should have. Nobody else was going to, and I…I needed it. So thank you.”
The revelation finally sinks in, and it nearly sends me toppling over into the sand.
She’s telling the truth. She’s leaving school.
“What are you going to do?” I blurt.
“I want to travel.” She pauses to glance out at the ocean for a moment before adding, “I want to travel like…like we planned.”
This time I really do have to take a wobbling step backwards to keep myself from collapsing.
Like we planned.
I have no idea what that means. It can’t be what I think. It can’t be what I hope.
“I want to see the world,” she continues, “and I don’t want a predetermined timeline for doing it. I just want to see where life leads me for a while.”
My stomach knots, and I do my best to keep from wincing.
She doesn’t seem to want to go with me. That shouldn’t matter. I should be happy for her. She’s following her heart. There was never any guarantee her heart would lead her to me.
“Clover, that’s…that’s amazing,” I choke out. “I’m so happy for you.”
She gives me a soft smile while the wind whips at the ends of her braids.
She’s so beautiful it hurts.
“What about you?” she asks. “Something is different about you too. I can tell.”
I have to look away. I’m going to fall apart if I keep staring at her.
“Oh, um, I called my parents yesterday,” I answer without thinking.
She gasps. “You did?”
I nod, still staring down at the sand. “Yeah. It…did not go well.”
She drops her voice to a consoling murmur. “I’m so sorry, Neavh.”
I shake my head. “That’s okay. It was still…good?”
I should probably resist over-sharing, but now that I’ve started, I can’t keep the words from tumbling out.
“It felt…necessary. It felt like a change. I said some things I’ve needed to say to them for a while, and I realized…well, I realized you were right about me too.”
“Huh?” Clover squeaks.
“I have been running,” I explain. “I’ve been trying to see the world, but I don’t think you can really see the world until you’re ready to see yourself, and the truth is, I didn’t want to see myself. I was afraid of how much that might hurt.”
She takes a step closer to me. I fight the urge to reach out and touch her. My body is begging to have her arms wrapped around me.
“It did hurt,” I say, “but not in the way I thought. I thought I wasn’t good enough to fix my parents, but I think I’m realizing…you can’t fix anyone. You can help them. You can support them, but they have to be willing to do it themselves. My parents aren’t ready to face that, but I am. That hurts, but it’s the truth.”
She lets out a quiet sigh, the sound echoing the retreating waves of the sea. “Oh, Neavh…”
Saying all this out loud has helped to steady me. I ball my hands into fists and plant my feet firmer in the sand.
Maybe I’ve missed my shot with Clover. Maybe the tide is dragging us apart again, but that doesn’t mean I’m losing everything I’ve gained the past few days. That strength is mine to keep.
“It’ll take work, of course,” I say, staring out at the waves. “I have a lot to learn and figure out, but I’m done being stuck. I’m done thinking I’m broken. I’m done running away from…from people I care about.”
I manage to keep my voice from cracking, but I still sniff when I’m done. I keep watching the waves, hoping the noise of them is enough to mask my sniffling.
“That’s beautiful.”
I see Clover take another step closer out of the corner of my eye. We’re just a few inches apart now, standing shoulder to shoulder as we observe the endless blue in front of us.
“God, you’re gonna have so many amazing adventures out there,” I say.
In that moment, I don’t have to force it.
I’m happy for her.
“Neavh.”
She says my name with a force I wasn’t expecting. She almost sounds annoyed. I look over and find her squinting at me.
“Yeah?”
Her eyes search my face for a moment before she speaks again. “I want to go with you.”
My breath catches, my whole system freezing up like a malfunctioning computer.
“W-what?”
She angles herself between me and the ocean, so I’ve got no choice but to stare deep into her gold-flecked eyes.
“I want to travel with you, just like we planned all those years ago. Was that not clear?”
I blink a few times, replaying the conversation, desperate to figure out what the hell is going on.
“Uh…no?”
My ears are ringing, and my skin burns like I’ve got heatstroke.
“Well, then let me make it clear.”
She grabs my hand, gripping me tight, and begins to drag me out into the water.
I take a few fumbling steps before I manage to kick my shoes off. The next wave surges up to splash our feet with icy droplets and bubbling foam.
Clover keeps going, only stopping once we’re up to our shins with foam spraying in the air around us. She lets my hand drop and then cups both my cheeks with her palms. My heart rate spikes, my pulse thumping loud and fast in my ears.
“You,” she says, her eyes locked on mine, “are one of the most frustrating, challenging, and fucking amazing things that has ever happened to me. Knowing you changed my life back then, and it’s changed my life all over again now. We didn’t get to finish our story before, but we have the chance to write the rest of it now.”
Trembling, I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment. When I open them, she’s still there.
She hasn’t moved. She hasn’t left. She hasn’t disappeared.
“You really wanna go with me?” I ask, my voice thick.
She smoothes my hair off my forehead and nods. “I really do.”
She brushes the tip of her nose against mine, and the gesture is so sweet, so intimate, so loving that there’s no way for me to hold back my tears.
The salt from my eyes trickles down my cheeks to join the salt of the sea.
Clover catches a tear with her thumb and brushes it aside.
“Listen to me,” she says, leaning in even closer. “The second that eight grand drops in your bank account, we’re both buying tickets to Peru, okay?”
I’m shocked straight out of crying as I let out a surprised laugh.
“Peru?”
Then it hits me.
“That’s where we were going to go.”
That was our plan. She’d finish her first year of university, and we’d take off for South America together, starting in Peru with no definite destinations after that.
We were going to let life make the plans for us.
“That’s where we’re going,” Clover urges, “if you…if you want, that is. I’d understand if you needed to say no. I guess if I haven’t even asked if you’re still planning on travelling. I—”
I can’t stand the doubt in her voice. I can’t stand the way her lip trembles.
I can’t stand another second of this woman thinking there’s even a shred of a chance I’m leaving her behind again.
“Clover.” I reach up to lay my hands over hers where they’re still cupping my face. “I’ve seen more of this planet in twenty-two years than most people get to see in their whole lives, but none of it held a candle to you. Of course I want to go with you. I’m ready to do it all for real now. I’m so fucking tired of the past dragging me down and taking things away from me…”
I trail off for a moment.
I wait for the voice in my head to tell me all the reasons I can’t promise her this, all the reasons she’d be better off with someone else.
I wait as one wave surges past us, then another, and another.
No voice comes.
The only voice that’s speaking now is mine.
“So let’s get the hell on a plane to Peru,” I tell her. “There is no version of my life’s story that doesn’t include you.”
I don’t wait again. I don’t hesitate.
When it comes to Clover Rivers, I’m never waiting again.
I kiss her.
I kiss her so hard I forget how to breathe. I kiss her so hard the earth spins in reverse and all the oceans crash and collide. I kiss her like I’m trying to call every star down from the sky.
I don’t need to keep chasing stars, though. I don’t need to keep wishing for more wishes.
As I wrap my arms tight around the girl who I’m pretty sure has turned out to be the goddamn love of my life and send us both toppling over into the Pacific, shrieking and laughing as we fall, I know I’ve already been granted the best wish I could ever make.



  


Chapter 28  


Neavh


Ilead Clover out to the back patio of the bar while she holds a hand over her eyes.
“No peeking!” I say.
“Well, if you didn’t make me keep bumping into stuff, you wouldn’t have to worry about that,” she grumbles.
I link my arm through hers for the final few steps to our table and then step back to look at her for a moment while she keeps covering her eyes. She’s wearing a slinky spaghetti strap top that keeps slipping down over one of her shoulders. I have to clench my hands into fists to resist the urge to slide the strap back into place with my teeth.
Her little sunflower skirt doesn’t do anything to help my resolve. I don’t know what it is about that thing, but it’s impossible not to think about sliding the thin fabric up her thighs and burying my face between her legs whenever she’s got it on.
I’ve been doing my fair share of that over the past few days, so I remind myself that I should be able to get through just one dinner without needing to bend her over the table and drop to my knees.
She has her hair in two loose French braids with a few tiny white wildflowers woven into the plaits. I focus on how adorable the flowers are as I tell her she can look now.
“Oh my god,” she gasps as she blinks her eyes open. “Neavh, this is beautiful.”
Her hand flies up to cover her mouth as she spins around to take in the patio. We’ve got the whole thing to ourselves tonight—for an hour, at least, before David needs it back for prime dining hours.
I’ve set out an entire one-hundred count pack of battery operated tea lights. David vetoed actual flames, but I think the faint yellow glow from the dozens of tiny bulbs still counts as romantic. I’ve also adorned our table with the biggest bouquet I could find at the nearest flower shop, which was almost an hour and a half’s drive away.
A playlist featuring a few of Clover’s favourite folk artists is drifting out of a speaker, blending with the muted chatter and music coming from inside the bar. The table is already set up with the first course of our meal: an avocado salad prepared by Trish, which she’s assured me Clover is obsessed with, as well as a bottle of white wine and two glasses I managed to scrounge up from the back of a dusty cupboard in the bar.
Wine is not a popular option in River’s Bend, but pints of beer didn’t fit the mood I was going for.
“You did all this for me?”
Clover’s eyes are still wide, reflecting the tiny flames of the candles like stars.
“Of course,” I say as a fluttering sensation kicks up in my chest. “For our date.”
Since our dramatic reunion on the beach last week, I’ve been telling Clover I want to take her on a real date, but it’s taken a few days to pull all the arrangements together.
“Come on. Come see the table.”
I take her hand again and lead her over to get a better look at the bouquet.
“Oh my god!” she squeals when she sees the plates. “Is that my favourite salad?”
“The one and only,” I say as I glance back over my shoulder at the bar. “David was very disappointed I asked Trish to cater tonight, you know, given their whole restaurant rivalry thing, but I wanted to do more than fries and burgers. Trish seemed a little more prepared for…elegance, but do not tell David I said that.”
Clover laughs as she inspects the bottle of wine. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Wow, this wine looks really fancy.”
I shrug, my cheeks heating up. “Yeah, uh, I just picked it because it had a cute frog on the label. I have no idea if it’s any good.”
She cackles at that. “Okay, good. I know nothing about wine. I just thought the frog looked cute too.”
She sets the wine down and leans closer to smell the bouquet.
“This is gorgeous,” she says before taking a second sniff. “And it’s got so much of my favourite colour!”
As soon as I saw the orange tiger lilies filling up the center of the arrangement, I knew this would be the perfect bouquet.
“I know,” I say. “That’s why I picked it.”
She turns back to me with a misty look in her eyes. “You remembered my favourite colour?”
“Of course I did.” I step closer and clasp both her hands in mine. “I love you, Clover.”
Her breath catches, and her eyes get wide enough to reflect the orange of the evening sky.
Her favourite colour.
“I love you too,” she whispers.
It’s not the first time we’ve said it since that day on the beach, and we said it more times than I can remember four summers ago, but the words still feel new, fragile even, like the first rays of a sunrise just beginning to pierce the dark.
I know they’ll only keep getting stronger.
“Did you see your present?” I ask.
Her forehead wrinkles. “Isn’t all this my present?”
I chuckle and shake my head. “This is our date. Your present is hiding right in front of you.”
I point at the table, and she turns to squint at the set-up. She keeps hunting for a few seconds, hunching over and scanning every inch of the salads like there might just be a diamond lurking among the avocados.
“It’s not in the salads,” I say, fighting back a laugh.
“I’m being thorough,” she says as she moves onto the bouquet, practically shoving her face in among the flowers.
“Getting warmer.”
She shoots me a dirty look. “I don’t need hints. That’s cheating!”
I hold my hands up. “Okay, okay. Have it your way.”
She combs through the blooms like a bloodhound, her nose practically nudging the petals apart, before she lets out a triumphant cry.
“Aha! What’s this?”
She pulls out the two identical decorative patches I cunningly wedged in among some fluffy white hydrangeas.
“Wait.” Her playful tone disappears, and a stunned look comes over her face. “Are these what I think they are?”
I move close enough to peer over her shoulder at the tiny beaded patches in her hands, both of them shaped like salamanders. Their bodies glimmer in shifting shades of brown and green, the intricacy of the beadwork making them look alive enough to skitter out of Clover’s grasp.
“They’re wandering salamanders,” I say as Clover continues to stare at them. “Well, actually I think they’re just generic salamanders, but that’s what I’ve decided they are.”
“They’re beautiful,” Clover murmurs as she strokes the miniscule beads with her fingertip.
“I got them at the Indigenous Arts Center,” I explain. “I was looking for David. He was in there flirting with Lonnie, of course, and I happened to notice these. One of the featured artists had a bunch of different designs like this for sale. They’re patches to sew on our backpacks.”
I’m standing close enough that I feel her go rigid as she sucks in a sharp breath.
A spike of nerves shoots through me.
“Uh, you know, for our trip,” I babble. “I just thought it might be cute. We don’t have to use them. I—”
Clover whips around and throws her arms around me, knocking into me so hard I stagger back a few steps. She buries her face in my neck, and it takes me a few seconds to realize she’s crying.
“They’re perfect,” she says, her lips brushing my skin. “They’re so perfect.”
My eyes begin to sting. I tighten my grip on her and stroke her back with one of my hands.
“So are you,” I murmur. “I’m so happy you want to wander with me.”
We stand like that for a few long moments, swaying a little as we both sniffle. We’ve only just stepped apart and headed back to the table when the door to the bar flies open, a blast of laughter and thumping music from inside spilling out into the quiet evening.
Clover and I look over to see Trish peering around the edge of the doorframe.
“How’s it going?” she whisper-yells. “Are you done with the salad?”
We don’t get a chance to answer before Trish’s girlfriend, who’s in town visiting from Toronto, stomps up behind her and clamps a hand down on Trish’s shoulder.
“Trish,” Kennedy hisses. “We talked about this. You have to leave them alone. You’re supposed to stay inside.”
Trish frowns at her. “Yeah, but I’m the caterer. It’s my job.”
Kennedy props her free hand on her hip and frowns right back. “You’re Clover’s sister. Stop crashing her date.”
Trish scoffs and wriggles out of Kennedy’s grip before doing a sassy little head toss.
“But I’m not, like, a regular sister. I’m a cool sister.”
Kennedy practically growls at her, but I can see her fighting back a smile. Instead of trying to argue with Trish, she looks over at the two of us and flashes an apologetic smile.
“Excuse my interfering girlfriend,” she calls out. “We’ll go back inside.”
Before Trish can protest further, Kennedy slams the door shut. The noise of the bar is cut off, making the patio seem even quieter than before.
Clover is grinning and shaking her head. “You know she’ll be back out here in five minutes.”
I nod. “Absolutely.”
We both chuckle and turn back to the table. I pour us each a glass of wine, and we get started on the salad.
By the time dessert rolls around, we’re halfway through the wine bottle, and Trish has poked her head out the door to ask if we need anything approximately thirteen times. I half-expect Kennedy to appear with a shepherd’s hook to loop around Trish’s neck and yank her back into the bar.
“Should we finish this off?” I ask, lifting the wine bottle as Clover drains what’s left in her glass.
We’ve both set our dessert forks down. We’ve somehow polished off a giant slab of tiramisu each despite being thoroughly stuffed by the previous courses.
Clover shakes her head and sets her glass down. “I need to drive us somewhere. We should bring the rest of that with us.”
I tilt my head. “What do you mean?”
She gives me a mysterious smile. “You’re not the only one who planned something for this date.”
I protest about wanting to spoil her for a night, but she’s not having it. She gets up and starts stacking our dishes and cutlery, humming along to the Lord Huron song playing on the speaker while that cheeky grin stays plastered on her face.
Despite my protests, the cheeky grin is in fact very intriguing—and also making it very hard to fight off the onslaught of very distracting images playing out in my mind as I watch her spaghetti strap slip down off her shoulder yet again.
I have to admit driving somewhere we won’t be interrupted does sound like a good move. We decide to sneak out around the outside of the bar instead of dealing with all the people and noise inside. I’m sure Trish will be gutted to miss her chance to interrogate us, so I make a mental note to send her an extra large tip for her help, especially since she’s refusing to let me pay for the catering.
The parking lot is stuffed to the brim with vehicles, but Clover still manages to maneuver the truck out onto the highway with ease.
“Have I ever told you how fucking hot it is when you drive a truck?” I ask her while we speed off in the direction of Three Rivers.
She grins, gaze still pinned to the road. “You may have mentioned it before.”
“Well, I’m mentioning it again. It drives me crazy.”
She lets out a throaty laugh. My thighs twitch at the sound.
“I like driving you crazy.”
I’m so turned on it’s hard to speak, so the rest of the drive is quiet. She turns in at the sign for Three Rivers, and I press my lips together to keep from letting out a disappointed groan.
I was really hoping for a secluded woodland glen we could spread a blanket in, or even an abandoned side road where we could jump into the back of the truck together. Really, anywhere we’d be guaranteed some alone time would work for me at this point, and Three Rivers isn’t exactly a private location in the middle of its bustling high season.
Clover punches the code in for the gate and then steers us along a route I recognize after a few turns.
“Wait. Are we going to the yurt?” I ask.
All she does is chuckle in answer, and a flare of excitement shoots through me. Sure, it’s a little risky considering it’s not even fully dark out yet and the yurt is still nothing more than a platform and an empty frame, but if this evening turns out to be anything like the last time she took me out here at night, it’ll be worth it.
We pull up to the yurt site, and my jaw drops before I’ve even gotten out of the car.
“Oh my god!” I shout. “You finished it?”
There’s an actual real-life yurt out here, complete with a canvas covering, a wooden door, and an adorable round window. Two large solar lanterns flank the doorframe, and fairy lights twinkle along the edges of the platform. I feel like I’m stepping into the pages of a storybook as I jump out of the truck and race over to get a closer look.
“It looks amazing!” I say as I wander around the perimeter, taking in all the details.
“I had some help,” Clover says, coming over to join me. “I figured since we’re leaving at the end of the summer, I really need to make back the money I borrowed for this thing fast, so I got a couple of the staffers here to help me with the final steps. I’m going to get it listed on a few booking sites this week, but…”
I turn to look at her and find that same cheeky smile from earlier back on her face.
“But what?” I ask, stalking over to her.
She tugs her bottom lip between her teeth, and it takes every ounce of control I have not to kiss her right here and now.
“But I thought we should, you know, give it a proper christening first.”
“Clover,” I say, leaning in to brush the tip of my nose along her jaw, “I hope you know I intend for this to be a very improper christening.”
She shivers as I begin to trail my lips down the side of her neck. Her shirt’s strap has slipped yet again, and this time, I can’t resist the urge to clasp my teeth around the thin, silky strap and slide it back up over her shoulder. I give her delicate skin a gentle scrape with my teeth before I let go.
She makes a whimpering sound, blinking at me with hazy eyes, and all bets are off after that.
I grab her hips and pull her hard against me. She grabs fistfuls of my hair and tugs my head closer so she can slam her mouth against mine.
I moan, the taste of her so overpowering my eyelids flutter and my hips begin to rock into hers.
“Inside,” I mutter against her lips. “Now.”
I only give myself a couple seconds to look around the inside of the yurt once she’s pulled the door open. The ceiling is festooned with rainbow-hued mini lights, and there’s a fluffy faux-fur rug covering most of the floor. Most importantly, there’s a bed. There’s no bed frame, but still, there is a bed with blankets and pillows and plenty of space for me to spread her out and strip her out of her devious little outfit.
I pull her tight against me again as soon as we’ve stepped past the threshold, capturing her lips in another breathless kiss. She arches her back, pressing our chests together as she fumbles for the doorknob behind her.
Once we’re concealed from whatever prying eyes might be wandering through the campground, I start walking her towards the bed, not breaking the kiss for even a second. She comes to a halt as the backs of her calves bump up against the mattress. I start to tip her over, aiming for the two of us to land in a romantically tangled heap on the bed.
“Neavh! Wait! No!”
She jerks her head away from mine, her eyes going wide, but it’s too late to stop the fall.
“It’s an—”
She doesn’t have time to for the rest of her sentence before the two of us slam down hard on the mattress.
It pops.
The impact sets off a deafening bang that reverberates through the yurt, followed by a slow hissing sound as we begin to sink down to the ground.
“Air mattress,” Clover finishes.
It takes me a minute to process what the hell just happened. By the time I realize what I’ve done, I can feel the hard boards of the floor poking up through the blankets.
“Oh,” I say.
Clover bursts out laughing, rolling away from me so she can clutch her stomach.
“Oh my god,” she wheezes. “You should have seen your face!”
“You couldn’t have told me before I pushed you onto it?” I ask, swallowing my own laughter and fighting to keep a stern look on my face.
“I tried!” she says between guffaws. “You were soooo desperate to get me in bed you wouldn’t listen.”
I flip onto my side and reach over to grip the edge of her skirt.
“Desperate, huh?” I say as I begin to slide my fingertips up her thigh.
Her laughter fades, replaced by a heated glimmer in her eyes as my touch climbs even higher. Her lips part, her chest heaving. I watch the multi-coloured glow of the mini lights play across her skin.
“Now who’s desperate?” I ask just as I reach the edge of her underwear.
She squeaks, her hips bucking up in an attempt to edge me closer to where she needs me.
I smirk. “That’s what I thought.”
I snatch my hand away, and she gasps before making a pouty face at me. Her pursed pink lips are enough to have me itching to whip her shirt off, but the deflating bed is doing its best to kill the mood. The hiss of the air escaping out from under us is still filling the yurt.
I sit up, which is a feat in and of itself considering the mattress tries to swallow me every time I move. I fight my way off it and onto the soft, thick rug instead.
“Come here,” I say to Clover, and then try my hardest not to laugh as she copies my worm-like wriggle onto the floor.
The hissing stops now that our weight is no longer pushing the air out of the bed.
“Thankfully, the real mattress is arriving in a couple days,” Clover says as she lies down beside me.
“Thankfully, you bought this nice rug.” I trail my fingertips over the white wisps of the faux-fur. “You’re going to look very good lying naked on this thing.”
Her breath hitches, and I take the opportunity to hook my thumbs under the hem of her shirt. She sits up enough for me to lift it over her head, and as soon as I’ve tossed it to the floor and seen what she’s got underneath, my brain ceases to function. My throat goes dry. I’m pretty sure my heart skips a few beats.
She’s got nothing under the shirt.
“You weren’t wearing a bra this whole time?” I demand.
She lifts her bare shoulders in a coy shrug. “I thought I’d make things easier for you.”
I lunge for her, pinning her down against the rug and shifting my weight over her so I can kiss every inch of her stomach and chest.
She grabs my hair, tugging hard and writhing underneath me whenever my lips meet a sensitive spot. Her hips buck, and I groan against her sternum.
“How are you so goddamn gorgeous?” I mutter before I launch into another round of frenzied kisses.
I make my way up her neck and find her mouth again. She fists the back of my romper, and I curse myself for wearing something that’s so complicated to take off. She had the right idea with this whole no bra thing.
“I want to feel you,” she whispers against my lips. “I want to feel you on me.”
I groan again, sweeping my tongue out for one last taste of her before I pull away. I roll off her and scramble out of my romper. She tries to do the same with her skirt, but I reach out and grab her wrist.
“Nuh-uh. Skirt stays on,” I order. “For now.”
She bites her lip and then begins to slide her underwear down her legs instead.
“Câlice,” I swear under my breath.
I fling my bra and underwear aside before I lay myself over her again. The feel of her skin against mine is absolute heaven—soft and warm and safe.
I feel so safe when I’m with her, like it’s finally okay to stop running, like this is a place I can land.
We kiss for what feels like hours, stroking and caressing every part of each other we can reach as we grind our bodies together hard and fast enough to work up a sweat.
By the time I finally shift down between her legs, we’re both wet for each other. I swear when I see the way her inner thighs are glistening.
“Do you want me to taste you?” I ask, hovering my mouth above her.
Her squirming anticipation is an answer itself, but I still want to hear it.
I still want a moment to remind myself that this woman—this gorgeous, perfect, incredible woman—wants me. She wants me here, now, exactly as I am.
“Yes,” she breathes. “I want you to taste me. I need it so bad.”
I don’t have to be told twice. I get to work, licking and sucking her, lapping her up like she’s the finest wine in the world.
The taste of her takes over all my senses. She’s everything I feel, see, hear, and smell as she writhes and moans, calling my name loud enough that there’s no way some unsuspecting camper out there won’t hear us.
I don’t care. I don’t care about anything except making her feel good.
I prop myself up so I can give her my fingers as well as my tongue. She claws at the rug, moaning even louder as I slide deep inside her.
“More,” she pants.
I add a second finger, and then—at more insistence from her—a third.
“Yes,” she says, still panting hard. “Yes. Yes. So good.”
I start thrusting slow and steady, working up to a faster rhythm as I continue circling her clit with my tongue. She’s so wet my face is covered in it, and it’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever felt in my life.
When she comes, she clamps her thighs around my head and rides my tongue hard, bucking and grinding to get every last ounce of pleasure. I moan along with her, so lost in the way she feels it’s like I’m coming too. When she settles on the rug, shivering and making the sweetest little whimpering sounds I’ve ever heard, I give each of her inner thighs a final kiss before sliding back up to cover her body with mine.
Her eyes are still closed as she tilts her head to find my mouth for a kiss.
“You taste like me,” she mumbles.
I practically growl as desire ricochets through my body, deepening the ache between my legs.
That can wait, though. For now, I just want to hold her.
We breathe together, our chests rising and falling in sync. She wraps her arms around me and hums. I sigh, and my breath shifts a few locks of hair that have escaped out of her braids.
“Neavh?” she says, her voice small, almost nervous.
The sound makes my chest get tight.
I don’t ever want her to be nervous around me. I don’t ever want her to have to be scared.
“Yes?” I say.
“You’re not going to leave without me, right?”
I sit bolt upright and pull her up to straddle my lap. Framing her face with my hands, I peer deep into her eyes, staring at my own reflection as I will her to believe what I’m about to say. My shoulders shake as I tap into the deepest parts of who I am, the parts that exist without fear or pain or shame, the parts that are leading me now, letting me give her this promise and mean it.
“Never again.”
We stare at each other for a few seconds before she tips forward to press her forehead to mine.
She nods against me, accepting the vow, and I sag with relief.
A jitter of nerves hits me in the silence, and I can’t stop myself from murmuring, “You’re coming with me, right?”
She pulls back, gazing at me with the same blazing fervor I gave to her.
“Always.”



  


Chapter 29  


Clover


The first tear slides off my face to plop onto Jinx’s fur. She blinks but stays settled in my arms as I cradle her to my chest.
“Be a good girl, okay?” I say, my voice thick as more tears begin to fall. “Oh, who am I kidding? You’re not going to be good. Just don’t kill anyone, all right?”
She purrs and nuzzles into my t-shirt. I can’t tell if that’s a yes or a no. I let out a watery chuckle and spend a few more minutes holding her in my bedroom before I lower her onto the bed.
“I guess you can sleep here as much as you want,” I say. “You won’t have to share the pillow with me anymore.”
I turn away as a sob bursts out of me, rising from deep in my chest. I bury my face in my hands, heaving a few more sobs until I manage to pull myself together. I grab a tissue off the bedside table and dab at my eyes before blowing my nose.
Jinx has curled up on the bed. A beam of morning sunlight shines through the window to illuminate her patchwork calico fur, and I whip my phone out to snap a picture of my last moment with her before I leave.
My brand new backpack is propped up against the wall beside the door. True to his word, my dad drove all the way to the outdoor supply outlet and bought the biggest backpack they had—which was an absolutely humongous monstrosity we ended up having to exchange for a more reasonable option.
Today, he’s driving me and Neavh all the way to the Vancouver airport so we can catch our flight to Lima.
David will be dropping Neavh off here any minute. My whole family is waiting outside to see us off, but I asked to have the house to myself for a bit so I could say a proper goodbye to Jinx.
I take one last look at her snoozing in the sunlight and then glance around my bedroom. The closet is stuffed with boxes of things I’m keeping in storage—winter clothing, knickknacks from Victoria, and way too many textbooks. The future I had planned for so long has now been tucked away out of sight, but I know it will always be there waiting if I want to return.
I glance over the familiar knots and whorls of the log walls, the ones my imagination would turn into dancing bears and pompous ducks as a child, and I know this room will always be here too. This home will always be here for me.
The thought makes it easier to heft my bulky backpack onto my shoulders and leave my room behind.
I walk down the creaky staircase to the first floor. I’ve memorized all the spots in the floor that squeak. I know what the wind sounds like when it rattles the windows, what the rain sounds like when it pounds on the roof.
I know this place, and it knows me, but it’s time to go somewhere I’m a stranger. It’s time to meet someplace new.
I pause as I pass by the living room. Everyone must be wondering where I am by now, but I still take a moment to pad over to where a photo of my mother sits on the mantelpiece.
She looks so much like Emily—bright blonde hair and ocean-coloured eyes—but today, I see me in her too. I see myself in the set of her jaw, determined even as she smiles. I see myself in the wonder that never seemed to leave her eyes, especially when she was outside. She always noticed the tiniest flowers and the littlest lady bugs, the ones everyone else seemed to miss—except me. I always noticed them too.
“I love you, Mama,” I say as I press my fingertip over her lips.
I remember what my dad said: that she always knew I would leave, that she called me a little girl destined for big things.
I stare at her eyes, and even though this photo was taken years ago, I let myself believe the wonder in them is for me today.
I head out of the living room, and I’m in the middle of pulling my shoes on by the front door when I realize the muffled voices I can hear outside sound way too loud for just my dad and my sisters.
Even Neavh and David wouldn’t be making that much noise. There’s enough chatter and laughter going on for a whole party out there.
I finish getting my shoes on and then yank the door open. My jaw drops.
All of River’s Bend has shown up to say goodbye. Neavh, David, and my family stand closest to the house, but behind them, the entire yard is filled to the brim. All the campground staff are here, even the seasonal workers whose contracts are over now that we’ve reached the end of the season. Half the team from the bar is here too, and so is a collection of locals I’ve known my whole life—old fishing buddies of my dad, families I babysat for as a teenager, the owners of every other business in town.
“Oh shit, she’s here!” one of the campground staffers calls out.
There’s a general scramble within the crowd, and then a handful of them hold up cardboard signs each featuring a different letter to spell out the words ‘Bon voyage!’.
I blink once. Twice.
Then I start bawling.
Neavh drops her backpack to the ground and runs over to throw her arms around me.
“Th-this is s-so nice,” I wail into her shoulder.
“I know,” she says. She’s sniffling too. “I had no idea they were doing this.”
She sways a little as she holds me, and I make it through the first wave of emotions. I step out of the hug and turn to face the crowd.
My eyes immediately start watering all over again. I should probably be embarrassed to be blubbering like a baby in front of an entire town, but I can’t find it in me to be anything but grateful as I rush towards my family.
The first person I hug is my dad.
“Thank you,” I say into his ear. “Thank you so much.”
He squeezes me tight and mutters, “You know only Emily is organized enough to pull something like this together.”
Emily might have done the planning, but I know a good portion of the people who showed up today did it because of him.
The next half hour is a blur. Neavh and I hug and shake hands with so many people I’m sure my arms are going to ache tomorrow, but I treasure each exchange with the people who took the time to be here. Trish ends up needing to grab a box of tissues out of the house because I’m crying so much.
Everyone drifts off once they’ve had their moment with us, heading out to give the family some privacy before we start the long drive to Vancouver.
I watch as Neavh gives David a hug so tight I’m surprised his back doesn’t crack in protest. He’s wearing his motorcycle jacket, and over by his bike at the end of the driveway, I spot Lonnie lingering with his spare helmet clutched in her hands.
I chuckle to myself. As of today, they’re still insisting they’re just friends.
As David and Neavh murmur their final goodbyes, I turn away to give them their privacy. I find both my sisters standing behind me, their eyes shining.
“Oh no,” I moan as my own eyes begin burning for the dozenth time today. “You’re going to make me cry again.”
Trish wraps her arms around my neck. “Too bad, sucker.”
She tries to sound teasing, but her voice is thick and trembling.
“Here,” she says as she pulls away, thrusting a paper bag at my chest. “Extra snacks.”
She’s already loaded the car up with more homemade food than we’d need for a five day road trip, never mind the five hours it takes to get to Vancouver, but I know this is how she shows her love. I smile as I cradle the bag in my arms.
“Thank you,” I tell her.
“I have something too.” Emily steps forward, and I notice the green bucket hat clutched in her hands.
She holds it out to me, and I gasp when I see the old Three Rivers logo on the front, the one they used back in the eighties, long before I was born.
“Is that—”
“Mom’s hat,” Emily says. “She used to always wear this on hikes. It’s kind of falling apart, and I know you don’t have much room in your backpack, but—”
“Of course I’m taking it with me.”
I reach out and run my fingers over the threadbare brim, and I’m hit with a dozen memories of watching my mother trudge up the trail ahead of me, ready to point out any interesting plants or birds along the way.
I shift the paper bag around so I can reach up and settle the hat on my head.
“There,” I say. “How does that look?”
Instead of answering, both my sisters throw their arms around me. We twine together in a tangled knot, all three of us sniffling and choking to hold back more sobs.
“I’m so proud of you,” Emily whispers.
“Me too,” Trish echoes.
“Are you kidding me?” I demand. “I am so proud of you. I have two absolute badasses as my sisters.”
I know it’s probably time to let go, but when they begin to shift apart, I just hold onto them even tighter.
“One more minute,” I mumble.
They squeeze in closer.
“We’ll always be the three rivers, okay?” Emily says. “No matter what.”
I nod, squeezing my eyes shut as I will myself to remember every detail of this moment.
“No matter what,” I repeat, my voice trembling.
I step back and let them go.
We have to move quickly after that. Even with budgeting some extra time into our departure beforehand, we’re now way behind schedule. Before I know it, Neavh and I are bundled up into the truck with my dad, our backpacks rolling around in the bed.
Dad gets all misty-eyed when he sees me in Mom’s hat, but he puts on a stoic act as he steers us up the road to the highway. Trish, Emily, Kim, Kennedy, and David all wave until we’re out of sight, Newt weaving around their feet as he barks at all the excitement.
My heart lurches as I watch them disappear in the rearview mirror when we round the next bend.
Despite taking nearly five hours and featuring a ferry crossing, the journey to the Vancouver airport seems to go by in the blink of an eye. I barely eat more than a few bites of all the food Trish packed, and Neavh doesn’t eat much either. We’re both pretty quiet, but she rests her head on my shoulder for most of the drive, and we hold hands as we stand by the railing on the ferry.
My dad parks the truck at the airport so he can walk us in. The place is packed, teeming with travelers who range from fancy Vancouver business executives to backpack-toting hippies heading out for some van life adventures in the wild.
Neavh and I dump our stuff at the bag drop and figure out our gate information before rejoining my dad where he’s managed to find a bench tucked away from the worst of the crowds.
He gets to his feet as we approach, and when my gaze meets his, I stop dead in my tracks. Panic swells in my chest. I can’t get enough air into my lungs, and my pulse is going haywire.
This is it.
I’m really about to do this. I’m really about to leave him—not for a few months just to go to a school a few hours away. I’m going farther than I ever have in my life, and I have no idea when I’ll return.
Neavh rests a hand on my shoulder, and I snap out of my daze to look at her.
“It’s okay,” she says. “I’ve got you.”
My heartbeat slows just a fraction. I dip my chin in a nod, and she gives me the gentlest of pushes forward. I continue on towards my dad while she hangs back to give us a moment.
“Reckon you should probably head to your gate now,” he says, stuffing his hands into his pockets and staring down at the polished floor.
He looks so out of place here in the city, all country in his jeans and work boots with the top few buttons of his flannel hidden under his grey-streaked beard. I slide my arms around his middle like I’m a little kid again.
“I love you, Daddy,” I say into the soft, worn fabric of his shirt.
He strokes my hair with one of his hands. “I love you too, goose girl.”
“You’re gonna be okay, right?” I ask, my voice cracking.
Instead of answering, he gently pries my arms off him and then stoops down a few inches so we’re face to face.
“Don’t you worry about me,” he says. “I’ll be okay. You’ve got to promise me you’ll be okay, though.”
I nod, my throat now so thick I can barely speak.
“I will,” I squeak.
“And you’ve got to promise me you’ll have the best time out there, okay? That’s all I want for you, Clover. I want you to say yes to everything you’ve dreamed of. I want you to climb mountains and explore jungles and discover a new bug or…or lemur or something, okay?”
I let out a watery chuckle. “Lemurs only live in Madagascar, but I’ll do my best.”
“And,” he adds, “if you find any abandoned goose eggs, you’ve got to promise to give me a call, okay?”
I pull him into one last hug and whisper, “I promise.”
We break apart a long moment later, and before I can say anything else, he waves Neavh over to join us.
“Listen up, Neavh,” he says as she approaches.
My muscles tense at the impending threat of a Father Talk.
“Dad,” I warn.
He spares me a glance but turns right back to her.
“Yes, sir,” she says, already a little pale.
“This is my daughter you’re going to Peru with,” he says in a firm tone, “and I expect her to be well taken care of.”
Neavh bobs her head. “Of course.”
I nudge his arm with my elbow. “Come on, Dad. It’s the twenty-first century. Do we really need to do this?”
He ignores me.
“Now, I know you and Clover have had some…troubles.”
I flinch. If he starts shit-talking what happened in the past, I’m really going to need to intervene here.
“But,” he adds, “the truth is that you make my daughter very happy, and you’ve helped her do something I’m not sure I could have helped her with myself.”
Neavh and I both hold our breath as we wait for the rest. I have no idea what he’s talking about now.
“You’ve helped her finally follow her heart.”
My jaw drops all the way to the floor as I watch him hold his arms out to offer Neavh a hug.
She accepts, and the two of them do an awkward pat on the back kind of thing before stepping apart.
I don’t know if I want to laugh or cry again, so I do a bit of both.
A garbled loudspeaker announcement cuts through the din of the terminal. Neavh glances over at the departure board and winces.
“Uh-oh. We’ve really got to go.”
I give my dad one last hug, and then the two of us take off speed-walking to the security line.
I look back once, and I see my dad standing there still as a stone, arms crossed and feet planted wide as the airport chaos swerves around him.
He might look out of place, but he still looks strong as a Vancouver Island fir tree, and in that moment, I know he was telling the truth: he will be all right.
We get to the security screening area, and I skid to a halt just before we reach the end of the line of people shuffling through a maze of dividers.
“This is it,” I say. “We’re going.”
When I step into that line, I’ll be stepping into a new life—one I haven’t planned yet, one I’m willing to let take me by surprise.
“Yep,” Neavh says, reaching out to squeeze my hand. “We’re going. Together.”
I squeeze her back. “Together.”
No matter the pain it took to get here, and no matter how many years we spent apart, I know this is always where we were meant to end up: just me, her, and a future as wide and limitless as a starry night sky.
“You ready to wander, salamander?” she asks.
I mirror her grin with my own.
“Of course.”
With her hand still clutched in mine, I lead the way to the end of the line.
“I’m a Rivers,” I say. “I’m ready for anything.”

Thanks so much for picking up a copy of Chasing Stars! I hope Clover and Neavh’s story made you laugh, cry, and swoon (preferably in that order).
If you haven’t caught up on the previous books in the series, make sure you check out Emily and Trish’s stories in Passing Through and Turning Back for all the Three Rivers feels.
Stay updated on my next sapphic romance by joining Club Katia on www.katiarose.com/club-katia, where you’ll also score some freebies to read while you wait!
-Katia
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Here’s how you can help ensure your fave indie authors are able to serve up new stories for years to come:
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Up Next


Stop and Stare


This queer friends to lovers novella is available as a free download on Katia Rose’s website!
Sometimes love is in the last place you look.
Iz Sanchez has looked for love just about everywhere. Granted, life as a non-binary jock at a small coastal university does not exactly present a wealth of opportunity, but that hasn’t stopped Iz from seizing the day.
So far their quest to find Miss Right has only resulted in heartbreak and way too many awkward run-ins with exes at the campus sports bar, but at the end of the day, Iz can always count on their friends, their glorious collection of designer sneakers, and their steadfast belief that love is out there somewhere to get them back in the game.
What they didn’t expect was to have their world turned upside down by a champagne-fueled New Year’s kiss with the girl who’s been their best friend since toddlerhood.
Marian Townsend has always known she and her best friend Iz were made to be more than friends. She’s spent years waiting for the right moment to come along and make Iz see it too.
That moment arrives at the stroke of midnight, but instead of pulling them together, the kiss only seems to push them apart. Now that a lifelong friendship is on the line, Iz can’t stop thinking about the times love has left them burned. They’ll need to figure their heart out soon, because Marina is done waiting for Iz to realize what she’s known all along:
Sometimes love comes looking for you.
Read on for a free excerpt!



  


Chapter 1  


Iz


“Should we poke it with something?”
Paulina’s fingers dig into my shoulders where she’s trying to hide all six foot one of herself behind me. She’s whispering like the raccoon might lunge at us with its fangs bared at any minute.
“Maybe we should throw a rock,” I answer.
“No! Don’t throw a rock at it!” She raises her voice and then yelps and goes back to whispering when the raccoon pauses the little feast he’s having and looks at us. “He’s too cute.”
“If he’s cute, why are you hiding behind me?”
“Because he might have rabies!”
I’m not an expert, but I don’t think the pudgy raccoon chilling on our house’s front steps is showing any signs of rabies. He’s propped on his back feet as he munches his way through the contents of a shredded trash bag. He seems to have dragged it out of the knocked-over garbage bin lying next to me and Paulina on the sidewalk.
“Well I’m glad to know you’re okay with me getting rabies before you.”
“I have longer legs!” she protests. “If you get bit first, I can get help faster.”
I burst out laughing at all the ways that doesn’t make sense, which makes the raccoon look at us again, which makes Paulina scream, which makes me laugh even more as I shift around under her death grip and pull my phone out of my jacket pocket.
“What are you doing?” she asks.
“Calling Jane.” I dial the number of one of our other two housemates and press the phone to my ear. “If she’s in the house, maybe she can bang some pots and pans or something and scare it.”
Paulina and I have been standing here in the freezing February weather for at least ten minutes. We found the front door blocked by our furry visitor after walking home from campus together. The raccoon hasn’t responded to clapping, yelling, or stomping. The only thing it’s done besides eat is hiss at us whenever we try to get any closer.
“Yo Jane,” I say when the call connects, “you in the Babe Cave?”
It’s our official name for the cramped and creaky little row house we rent a few blocks away from the UNS campus—so official we even have it printed on the welcome mat the raccoon is currently using as a dinner table.
“I am. Why?” she asks.
“Because there’s a giant, super cute raccoon blocking the door, and it wants to kill us!” Paulina shouts beside my ear.
I wince. “Yeah. That.”
“JUMPING JESUS!” Jane bellows, making me wince again. Her Nova Scotian accent roars to life like it always does when she gets angry.
Our fourth roommate, Hope, always says Jane has the spirit of a little old fisherman’s wife trapped inside her twenty year-old body, and I kind of believe it. I don’t know any other person in their twenties who says things like ‘Jumping Jesus,’ but then again, Jane is the only east coast native in our friend group. The rest of us are transplants who came to Halifax for university.
“I knew we had raccoons! I just knew it!” she continues. “I knew those little buggers would go after the garbage. We’re going to have to secure the bin.”
“Uh, right, yeah, but in the meantime, do you have any suggestions? We’re kind of stuck outside.”
I can feel the tips of my ears going numb. I started growing out my shaved head a few months ago, but my shaggy little excuse for a pixie cut isn’t enough to give me any warmth.
“Oh I have many suggestions for that little bugger,” Jane mutters in a voice so menacing it almost makes me gulp before she ends the call.
A second later, the door swings back to reveal Jane in a pair of sweatpants with a faded red UNS v-neck on top. Her brown hair is falling out of a messy bun on the very top of her head, her eyes blazing with vengeance as she glares down at the raccoon with a broom clutched in her hands.
I can see the whole ‘angry fisherman’s wife’ thing in moments like this.
“Git!” she hollers, stepping forward until her slipper-clad feet are just a few inches from the raccoon. “Git away now! Shoo! Go on! Git, you little bugger! Look at this mess you made!”
The raccoon shuffles away from her but doesn’t leave the steps. It’s clutching an empty pudding cup, and it looks straight at Jane as it slowly licks a clump of congealed chocolate off the plastic.
Jane sucks in a breath and narrows her eyes. “How dare you! This is my home! You have no business darkening my door with your insolence.”
She uses the broom to try scooting the raccoon off the steps. It drops the pudding cup and turns to hiss at her. Paulina’s fingers dig into my shoulders so tight I’m going to end up with bruises, and even I can feel my blood pressure rising as the raccoon tenses up like it’s about to spring.
Instead of moving away, Jane drops into a crouch. My mouth falls open when she twists her face into a sneer and hisses right back.
The raccoon scrambles off the steps and lopes along the sidewalk before disappearing into a gap between two houses down the road.
Jane straightens up, brushes off her sweatpants, and beams at us. “Hey, guys!”
I blink at her. I’m sure Paulina is doing the same thing behind me.
Jane uses the broom to beckon us forward. “Well, come on in!”
“Uh, Jane,” I say as I start making my way up the snow-dusted path through the little patch of dead grass we call a front lawn, “did you just hiss at a raccoon?”
She shrugs. “If I know anything about raccoons, it’s that you’ve got to show them who’s boss.”
“You scare me sometimes, Jane,” Paulina says as I reach the bottom of the steps. “In a good way. Usually.”
She shrugs again. “I’ll take that. Now let’s get this trash cleaned up before he brings his little friends back with him.”
By the time we get everything sorted out and prop a brick on top of the garbage bin to keep anything from scrambling inside, my ears are stinging and my fingers are going numb. I rub my hands together as I step inside and kick off my shoes. Jane has one of her candles going, making the whole house smell like vanilla and something spicy I can’t place.
“What’s the candle of the day, Jane?” I ask as she heads to the living room and flops down on the worn out, royal blue couch she has covered in textbooks, papers, and a dozen highlighters in a rainbow of colours.
“Vanilla bourbon,” she answers in a dreamy voice, pausing to take a huge inhale and close her eyes as she smiles to herself.
Jane really likes candles.
“Do we have actual bourbon?” Paulina asks, stepping past me to claim an armchair. She sits sideways and drapes her model-length legs over one of the edges before running a hand through her long blonde hair. “I could use a drink.”
There was a very brief time when I thought I might have a crush on Paulina back in first year. She’s pretty enough to be some kind of Polish beauty queen, but she’s also a complete dork in the cutest way possible. She’s always tripping over stuff, and she has a knack for picking up hobbies she’s not actually good at it but stays devoted to nonetheless. The collection of pots and planters coated with snow in our yard are a remnant of her annual failed attempt to grow vegetables.
I realized pretty fast that crushing on Paulina was pointless and that all we had were friendship vibes anyway. She, Jane, Hope, and I are all on the UNS lacrosse team, and the four of us got really close during first year. That combined with the team’s ‘don’t date your teammates’ code was enough to make me set my sights on other horizons.
The code wasn’t enough to stop the sparks from flying between Hope and our former team captain, Becca. The drama of the century unfolded over the course of the lacrosse season last semester, and the two of them are campus’s cutest couple now.
“Is Hope home?” I ask.
Jane nods and glances up at the ceiling. “Her and Becca are watching a movie.”
Right on cue, the rhythmic thumping of a headboard against the wall filters down from the second floor.
Paulina laughs. “They always think they’re sooooo quiet.”
I chuckle too. “Dios mío. I have to go up to my room now. I always feel like I have to be extra loud and, like, make my presence known to them, or else I don’t know what I’ll end up hearing.”
“Good luck with that, Izzo,” Jane says.
I give the two of them a salute and turn to head up there. The stairs help me out by firing off their usual series of deafening creaks as I get to the second floor. I hear some giggling and shushing coming from Hope’s room as I walk up the hallway to mine.
It’s past five and dark enough now that I reach for my light switch. The overhead lamp highlights how badly I need to tidy up. Textbooks are stacked in piles on the floor, desk, and bedside table, and clothes are spilling out of my laundry bin like a waterfall of button-downs and UNS sweaters. The walls are covered in a random selection of lacrosse team photos, pride flags, and the paintings and knickknacks from Colombia my dad always gets me on his trips back home.
The only part of the room that actually looks organized is the shoe rack under the window housing my collection of Jordans. My friends always make fun of me for being a lacrosse player who collects basketball shoes, but they just don’t understand the glory and thrill of slipping a sick pair of vintage Jordans out of the box and trying them on.
I don’t even wear some of the shoes; they’re too divine to touch the humble soil of the earth. The rack has one shelf for Outside Shoes and one shelf for what I call Trophy Shoes—another thing my friends love to make fun of.
“But we don’t need them,” I whisper to the Jordans, smiling to myself like I always do when I gaze upon their multi-hued majesty. “They are not worthy of you anyway.”
I might be a little obsessed.
After dropping my book-filled Jansport onto the floor next to a basket of laundry I’ve been meaning to put away for a week, I grab my laptop off my desk and settle onto my bed to get ready for my weekly video call with my best friend Marina.
I have about five minutes to spare, so I slip some headphones on and blast a little Kendrick, sinking into the sound and letting the day of lectures and note-taking roll off me. Even though I’m always busier during the first semester of the year when I’m balancing schoolwork and the lacrosse season, second semester seems to hit harder without the distraction of focusing on the Lobsters.
Apparently the founders of our school decided naming a coastal city’s team after the mighty king of crustaceans was cool and not ridiculously stereotypical.
My professors weren’t lying when they said third year was going to be tough. It’s almost been enough to make me question why I decided to major in something as intense as chemistry—almost. I love chemistry even more than I love all the pick-up lines I get from being a chem major.
Let me tell you something about chemists. We like to do it on the table, periodically.
They’re never good pick-up lines, but they’re surprisingly effective.
The beep beep sound of an incoming call filters through my headphones, interrupting Kendrick’s lyrical genius, which is way more sophisticated than my pick-up lines. I pause the song and press the accept button. Marina’s face fills my laptop screen a second later.
She beams at me, just like she always does when we start our calls. Marina has the prettiest damn smile in the world, and seeing her freckled face and big brown eyes feels like home. I could pick her out of any smile line-up in the world. That cute little gap between her front teeth is a dead giveaway.
“Hey, bestie,” she greets me.
“Hey, bestie,” I answer, shifting so I can lay on my side to face the camera. “How’s it going?”
She sighs and flops backward on her couch, holding her phone above her face. Her long brown hair fans out around her like a halo. “It’s going. Is it just me, or is third year turning out to be one giant kick in the ass?”
“I was just thinking the same thing. My chem courses are turning the fuck up this year.”
“Poli sci isn’t any better. Now I actually look forward to writing three thousand word essays about movies for my minor. It’s like a soothing break. Isn’t that crazy?”
I shake my head and laugh. “You’re the only person I know who would find a three thousand word film studies essay soothing.”
“Sometimes it’s nice to think about stories instead of diplomacy and governance.”
I make my eyebrows jump up and down. “You mean it’s nice to look at Audrey Hepburn.”
Marina’s lifelong obsession with Audey Hepburn is legendary. She’s seen every single Audrey Hepburn film at least four times, and she’s probably watched her favourite, Roman Holiday, enough to break world records. Even her phone background is a picture of Audrey Hepburn, although her lock screen is reserved for a photo of the two of us.
It’s been the same one for years: an old timey, throwaway camera shot of me and Marina as kids with eyes turned demonically red by the glare. We’re sitting in a laundry basket for reasons totally unknown. Marina is wearing a green turtleneck, and I’m behind her in a baseball cap with my arms wrapped around her and my cheek pressed to hers. Our faces are blurry from laughing so hard.
“We’re studying the turn of the millennium!” she protests. “We just watched The Matrix.”
“And did you sit there picturing Audrey Hepburn in a black leather trench coat?”
She wrinkles her nose and glares at me. “Do not mock Miss Audrey Hepburn. It is her god-given right to be placed on a pedestal by all of human kind. You need to respect that.”
“Next thing I know you’re going to be telling me Audrey Hepburn was some kind of prophet.”
“I mean, if you think about it, she was kind of—”
She cuts herself off to glare at me again when I start laughing so hard I snort.
“I see you cannot take this conversation seriously. I won’t say any more.” She sits up and makes a show of inspecting the nails of her free hand.
I do my best to stop chuckling. “Aww, come on Marina. You know you’re just too cute to handle when you’re talking about Miss Audrey Hepburn. I love it.”
She glances up from her nails, and something flashes in her eyes. My heart starts slamming against my chest in a frantic rhythm, and for a few seconds, I can’t do anything except lay there blinking at her while I try to remember how to breathe.
Shit shit shit.
This has been happening more and more lately: the silence after a flirty comment I only meant as a joke. I don’t know exactly when these awkward moments started, but I didn’t make things any better by deciding to be the perfecto idiota of the century on New Year’s Eve.
We were both back in Toronto for the holidays, and we decided to go to a friend of a friend’s house party together. We didn’t know anyone else there, but it didn’t matter. We had the time of our lives downing champagne and dancing like the weirdos we are while everyone wondered what the hell we were doing there. She just looked so fucking pretty in her black lacy shirt and jeans with sparkly makeup glittering around her eyes. She looked more than pretty; she looked hot.
The more I thought about it, the more champagne I drank to try and stop thinking about it, but of course that plan backfired.
And then midnight hit.
It was one sloppy, drunken peck on the lips I spent the rest of the night apologizing for, but even now, I’m way too aware of Marina’s bottom lip dropping open as she stares at me. I want to bite it. I want to pull my best friend’s bottom lip between my teeth and thread my hands into her hair.
It’s fucked up. All of it is so fucked up, and I promised myself I’d stop. I promised myself I’d be more careful. There’s a place for Marina in my life, and that place is not under me.
No matter how good it feels to think about that.
Mierda.
I shake my head to clear away the pictures taking shape. It’s like there’s a fog drifting into my brain, obscuring what Marina means to me and turning her into something else, something soft and hot and hungry for me.
Something dangerous.
Marina has always been my safe place. I’ve always been hers. I don’t want any danger here. I don’t exactly have the best track record with things working out between me and the girls I’m into. Marina is supposed to be the person I can count on to be there when things go wrong, not the person things go wrong with.
“Iz?”
My head is spinning so much the screen in front of me has gone out of focus. I fix my attention on Marina again. She still staring at me with her mouth open just a bit, her eyes wide and searching.
“Sorry. Uh, just tired,” I say after giving my head a final shake. My voice comes out all hoarse, and I have to clear my throat. “So many classes today.”
“Right. Yeah.” She glances down at her bedspread for a second and then back at me.
Double mierda.
She’s gotta be pissed. She probably thinks I’m coming onto her. It doesn’t help that she’s sitting there in a v-neck shirt that shows off the perfect sliver of cleavage. She really does have the most amazing, curvy body. It’s meant so much to see her discover that too, especially after how hard she was on herself in high school.
“So, um, how were your classes?” she asks.
“Uh...” I try to pull myself back to the present and scan my brain for any traces of how the day went. It’s a struggle. “Well, uh...oh! Actually something good happened. One of my profs got my pronouns right!”
Her whole face lights up as she grins at me, and all the tension fades for a moment. We’re back to what we’ve always been: two friends who look out for each other no matter what.
This is how it’s supposed to be, and I really need to get a handle on the part of my brain that’s trying harder and harder to fuck it up.
“Iz, that’s amazing! I’m so happy for you.”
I grin right back at her. “Yeah, I was so shocked. I didn’t think he’d remember. Most of them never do. He was going around talking to all the groups in the lab, and when he said something about me to our group, he called me they!”
Marina does a fist pump. “Hooray for they!”
I laugh and join in the fist pumping. “It felt really good. Honestly, I feel like the longer my hair gets, the harder I have to work to like, prove I’m non-binary or something. It’s like if I’m not glaringly androgynous, it doesn’t count for people.”
Marina nods. “That’s really shitty. People are so obsessed with gendering everything. I swear, if you put a long blonde wig on top of a lamp, everyone would be like, ‘Ah yes, it is a sexy girl lamp now.’ It’s crazy.”
I burst out laughing. “Okay, sexy girl lamp is definitely going to be my next Halloween costume.”
Marina doubles over, the phone shaking in her hand as she cackles. “I need to see that. If we were doing a costume party for your birthday, I would demand you do it then.”
“That would be a very memorable way to turn twenty-one.” I nod like I’m considering it. “By the way, what are you guys doing for my birthday?”
Marina is coming to visit for the occasion next week. She and my roommates have been doing an annoyingly good job of keeping the ‘secret theme’ of the party they’re planning a mystery to me.
Marina winks, and I do my best to ignore the way it makes my pulse kick up again as she speaks in a teasing tone. “Now, now, Iz, you know I can’t tell you that.”
“Come onnnn,” I whine. “I promised to show up at the airport with your favourite Davy Jones pizza. I can retract that promise.”
She shakes her head and grins. “Nah, you love me too much for that.”
I raise an eyebrow to challenge her but give up after a couple seconds.
“Ugh, you’re right. I do.”
That’s the thing: I do love her. I love her more than anyone, and I’d be an idiot to let myself lose that.



  


Chapter 2  


Marina


“What are you smiling about?”
My roommate, Alexis, throws a look at me as she heads through the living room on her way to get a snack in the kitchen. I’ve just put down my phone after ending my weekly call with Iz, and her question makes me realize I’m still grinning at the black screen like Iz’s face is going to pop up any second and add in one last joke.
“I was just talking to Iz,” I answer. I move my phone from the couch to the coffee table and pick up the cross-stitch I was working on before the call.
“Of courseeeee,” Alexis drawls around the mouthful of chips she’s just shoved in her face while standing in front of the open cupboard, contemplating her other food options.
She’s clearly settled in for the night, with her famous raggedy bunny slippers on under her sweatpants and an equally raggedy white crop top with the words ‘Band Geek’ printed on it in peeling purple letters.
We’re not exactly a ‘party hard’ kind of house. Most nights, we can be found doing exactly this: me sitting on the couch doing a cross stitch with Netflix on and Alexis wandering out of her room in search of food after a long session of oboe practice. Sometimes we even get really wild and watch an Audrey Hepburn movie together while splitting a bottle of wine.
“You tell them you’re in love with them yet?”
I almost drop my needle in the middle of threading it through the next square in my embroidery hoop. “Alexis!”
“What?” She wanders over with the chip bag in hand, the giant pile of brown curls pulled into a messy bun on top of her head bouncing as she plops down on the couch next to me. “You are going to tell them, right?”
Alexis is one of the most direct people I know, which comes in handy sometimes, but also makes sharing secrets with her an extreme risk. I wouldn’t have told her about New Year’s Eve if I had anyone else to
tell, but seeing as my go-to sounding board for any kind of confession—AKA Iz—was the reason for that confession, I ended up going into a rambling story about the kiss during one of Alexis and I’s wine and Audrey nights a few weeks ago.
It only took about one sentence from me for her to declare she always knew I was in love with Iz. I didn’t even use the word ‘love’ myself, but she’s been ordering me to march up to Iz and tell them ever since. I had to pry my laptop out of her hands to keep her from buying me a plane ticket that very night.
Hence the extreme risk of telling her any secrets.
“No, Alexis, I’m not going to call up my best friend of almost twenty years and say I’m in love with them with absolutely no warning, especially when I’m not even sure that’s how I feel, and extra especially when I have no idea if that’s how they feel.”
She rolls her eyes and points at the hoop in my hands, coming dangerously close to sprinkling chip dust on the white fabric. “Marina, level with me here. You are literally embroidering a picture of the two of you holding hands. You’re in love, girl.”
I pause and look at the blocked out design I’m only a few rows away from finishing. I’m not great at making my own cross-stitch patterns, but I’m proud of how this one turned out. It’s at least discernibly me and Iz, their red button-down and matching Jordans a contrast to the green sundress I’m wearing. It’s based on a photo of us from a couple summers ago. I still need to do the threaded details like the shoelaces and facial expressions, and then the whole thing will come to life.
“What?” I demand. “It’s their birthday present. It’s cute. Friends make each other stuff like this.”
Alexis raises her eyebrows and downs another handful of chips, not even bothering to argue.
I can’t blame her. If I’m honest with myself, I can admit this cross stitch is the gayest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.
If I’m even more honest with myself, I can admit there’s no way Iz and I are just friends anymore—or at least, they’re not just a friend to me.
Being with Iz feels like being myself. We just fit. When we’re together, I feel like I’m wrapped up in my favourite blanket, the one that’s worn and soft in all the right places and always smells like warm laundry.
That’s what loving someone is supposed to feel like. I’ve dated a bit since I started college, but it always comes back to that: nobody feels like Iz. Nobody makes me feel that same crazy combination of safe and electrified that zings through me every time they look at me a certain way.
That’s the thing: I know they look at me a certain way. I’ve seen it happen again and again. Ever since we left high school, there have been these moments during our visits and our calls where things between us shift. The silence stretches on a little too long. We get caught up in each other’s eyes and then look away, both of us breathing hard. The looming sensation that something is about to happen hangs so thick in the air it gets hard to breathe at all.
But nothing ever does happen. It’s always the same, just like tonight on the call when they called me cute. I know friends call each other cute all the time. We’ve been calling each other cute since we were kids, but just friends don’t go quiet and stare at each other the way we did after that.
I felt it then: the weight of something hanging between us. I was so sure of it I couldn’t move. I couldn’t force out the words I wanted to say.
Do you really think I’m cute, Iz?
I don’t know what they would have said, but I needed to find out. It’s become clearer and clearer there’s something here besides friendship.
Of course that scared me when I realized it. Of course it kept me up at night. Of course it made me feel crazy and terrified of putting one of the most important things in my life at risk, but when Iz leaned in at midnight during the New Year’s Eve party we went to in Toronto a few weeks ago, it finally clicked: not going after this—whatever this is—would be even scarier than risking it all.
Just one sloppy, champagne-fueled peck on the lips made the whole night explode into shimmering shades of colour I’d never seen before. Iz went bright red and apologized a second later, but I didn’t want an apology.
I wanted more.
Alexis keeps sitting there crunching on her chips like the embodiment of the sassiest side of my subconscious, and after completing a few more squares of the cross-stitch, I give in and sigh.
“Look, even if I was completely ready to tell Iz, I couldn’t. They’d freak the fuck out.”
“Um, I don’t think so.” Alexis shakes her head. “I’ve seen you guys together when they’ve visited here. They’re clearly head over heels for you.”
My pulse picks up at the thought of it, and I’m glad Alexis can’t hear the way my heart is clanging against my ribcage.
“Even if that were true, it’s...it’s not that simple.”
“What’s not simple about it?” She shrugs. “Seems pretty simple to me. You like each other, so tell each other.”
Now it’s me shaking my head. “Iz...has a hard time trusting other people’s feelings. They have a hard time trusting their own feelings. I don’t think it would ever be a matter of just telling each other and taking it from there.”
I know that better than anyone. I was there for Iz through their first heartbreak. I’ve been there for them through every heartbreak since. If the thought of letting our friendship shift into something more makes me nervous, that’s nothing compared to the utter terror I can imagine Iz feeling.
“So, what, you’re gonna bottle it all up forever because it might be hard for them? Is that fair to you?”
“I...” The needle goes still in my hands again, halfway through finishing the final corner of one of Iz’s shoes. “Look, this is all still so new for me. I only started seriously thinking about it as a possibility at New Year’s. We’re talking about the person I’ve been best friends with since we were toddlers. Can we just leave it at that for tonight?”
“Of course, yeah.” She sets the chip bag down on the table and spreads her hands in surrender. “Sorry if I pushed too hard on this. You know I just want to see you happy.”
“Hmm.” I glance over at the TV sitting on a cheap IKEA stand across the room. “You know what would make me happy?”
“What?”
“If you went and put on Roman Holiday for us to watch.”
She drops her head back and groans. “Seriously? Roman Holiday again? How many times have you seen that movie?”
“It’s my favourite!” I protest. “And you said you wanted to make me happy.”
“Ugh, fine.” She keeps grumbling to herself as she heads over to get my favourite Audrey Hepburn movie of all time going.
It’s my favourite movie of all time, period. I’ve stopped counting how many times I’ve seen it, and I still manage to find something new to love every time I watch Miss Audrey zip around Rome on a moped as the runaway Princess Ann.
When we were kids, Iz and I used to play our own make-believe version of the movie all the time. I’d be Princess Ann, of course, and Iz would pull me around the yard in a wagon that was supposed to be our getaway vehicle. We’d imagine there were paparazzi and royal officials hiding out in the bushes trying to catch us, and we’d wedge the wagon behind the shed in my parent’s yard to get ‘undercover.’ Sometimes we’d sit back there for hours, sharing snacks we’d packed beforehand and talking about what an amazing life we could have together in Rome if we managed to escape.
“Hey, Marina,” Alexis says after settling herself back on the couch once the opening credits begin to play, “I know I’m already pushing it, but just...maybe when you’re in Halifax for Iz’s birthday—”
“Alexis,” I warn.
“Okay, okay.” She waves her hands in the air. “Like I said, I just want to see you happy.”
I watch the black and white images of 1950s Rome on the screen, still thinking about Iz and I in that wagon, their hand in mine as they dropped their squeaky kid’s voice into a fake baritone and told me they’d show me the world, and I nod.
I just want to see us happy too.



  


Chapter 3  


Marina


There’s one part of flying that always makes me feel like I’m going to puke. I’m fine for the takeoff. I’m fine for the landing. I’m fine for the part where we’re cruising through the air. Not even turbulence sets off my stomach, but if I look out the window and see the plane is turning and doing that tilty thing where the ground is at a crazy angle and the sky has gone sideways, I start dry-heaving right on cue.
The lady next to me refused to switch and take the window seat, even after I told her I’m not great with flying. I can see her out of the corner of my eye, leaning forward so she can stare past me and out the round little window giving us a view of the sickening funhouse trip outside.
If you wanted to look out the window, why the hell wouldn’t you sit next to it?
I bite my lip to keep from asking out loud and start rubbing little circles onto my stomach in an attempt to calm it down.
Almost there. Almost there, and then you’ll see Iz.
I picture them standing in the arrivals area, and I feel the corners of my mouth lift. I haven’t seen Iz in person since New Year’s. We’ve gone way longer without a visit during our years of university, but that doesn’t make it any easier to spend time apart from the person I grew up seeing nearly every day.
The fact that we kissed the last time I saw them and haven’t talked about it since is, however, adding a few flips to my stomach’s routine.
“Attendants, please...”
The rest of what the captain says over the speakers is too garbled for me to make out over the supposed-to-be-soothing nature sounds I have streaming through my headphones, but I look to the front of the plane and see the two flight attendants strapping themselves into their pull-down seats.
I risk a glance out the window and see the plane is parallel with the ground again. My shoulders unclench, and I sag against my seat. My stomach does one final somersault and then relaxes into merciful stillness. I pull my headphones out of my ears and watch Nova Scotia get closer and closer beneath us.
Everything is coated in white like a fine sugar dusting, and the sky is a silvery grey. We pass over streets lined with homes that look like tiny dollhouses from up here. They get bigger and bigger until we’re finally zooming over the airport and gliding down onto the tarmac.
The plane is small enough that the landing makes my teeth chatter as I’m jostled around in my seat, but now that we’re no longer in danger of the horizon shifting at vomit-inducing angles, my stomach is only tightening with excitement.
No matter what else we have going on, I’ll always be eager for that first hug from Iz. I whip my seatbelt off as soon as the little light telling us to wear them switches off. I pull my shoulder bag out from under the seat in front of me and wiggle into my coat, doing my best not to smack the lady next to me in the face with my flailing arms, even if part of me thinks she deserves it. Then I sit there bouncing my heels up and down as I wait for the plane to empty.
I’m almost excited enough I don’t feel the familiar wave of apprehension hit as I get into the aisle and reach up to grab my suitcase—almost.
I can still hear those old jeering voices in my head telling me everyone is watching and laughing at the fat girl filling the aisle. I resist the urge to tug my shirt down where it’s creeping up over the edge of my jeans and focus on getting a hold of my bag’s handle.
You are allowed to be here. There’s nothing wrong with you.
I repeat my mantra in my head as I start wheeling the bag up the aisle. I used to try telling myself no one was laughing or staring, but that didn’t work out so great on the occasions when I’d look around and find people were laughing or staring.
The truth is, there’ll always be someone ready to get offended by the size of my thighs or the roll of skin that forms over the waistband of pretty much every pair of pants I own, since most companies are still bad at making comfy jeans for curvy girls. If I focus on what other people think, I’m always going to find a reason to feel bad, so now I focus on myself. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t, but most days, I’m pretty damn proud to be me.
I wave to the flight attendants and say thank you as I pass by. The Halifax airport is tiny, and it only takes me a couple minutes of speed-walking before I’m at the door to the arrivals area. I burst through and find it busier than I expected. My first scan of the people standing around in puffy winter coats and snow boots doesn’t bring any sign of Iz, but as I’m wheeling my suitcase over to a bench and pulling out my phone to text them, I hear that familiar voice calling my name.
“Yo, Mariiiiiina!”
They sing it out loud enough to make a few heads turn, rolling the r just like their dad always does. A second later, Iz clears the crowd, and a smile so big it makes my cheeks ache takes over my face.
They’re wearing an oversized green army jacket over one of those crazy button-downs they’re always finding in the dollar bin at the thrift store. This one is dark blue with a pattern of tiny oranges that matches their citrus-coloured Jordans.
I wouldn’t exactly call Iz on-trend, but they always manage to look very fucking stylish.
Their hair is in the fluffy, haphazard stage of growing out a buzz cut, and the length has a cute puppy dog effect. I can’t help reaching up to ruffle it as they charge the few feet of distance left between us and fling themself into my arms.
“You’re so fluffy!” I say as I pull them closer.
The two of us laugh and stand there wrapped up in each other, swaying to the generic lobby music pumping through the speakers. I take a deep breath in and let out a humming sigh. Iz makes the same sound.
“I’m soooo happy you’re here!” they gush. “How has it only been a month and a half? I feel like I haven’t seen you in so long.”
“You’re right.” I drop my hands to their shoulders and step back. “Let me gaze upon your glorious face.”
They do an exaggerated fashion model pout and twist their head around so I can see all the angles. I laugh and call them a dumby dumb dumb—our favourite made-up insult from when we were kids—but even as I grab my suitcase and start following them out of the terminal, I can feel the heat rising in my cheeks.
Iz is hot. I don’t know how six weeks made such a difference, but if I thought it was hard to ignore what their little smirk does to me during Christmas break, that’s nothing compared to how distracting it is now. My whole body feels warm, and despite the fact that I’ve ruffled their hair more times than I can count, I can’t get over how it felt to have it between my fingers with their body pressed to mine.
The bustle of the airport keeps us quiet until we’re outside waiting for a bus into the city. Iz nudges a pebble along the pavement with the toe of their shoe before looking up to speak to me.
“Sorry about your pizza. The delivery guy didn’t come in time, but it will be waiting when we get there, if my roommates don’t eat it all first.”
I blink. “Pizza?”
The concept rings a bell, but I’m still too busy recovering from the hug-induced haze to remember why I’m supposed to want pizza.
Iz chuckles and does that smirk again. It does not help with the haze-clearing.
“Remember?” they prompt. “I was supposed to bring you pizza when I picked you up. You specifically requested the chicken option from Halifax’s most finest purveyor of cheesy delights: Davy Jones Pizza.”
I blink again. “Ohhhh right. Wow, yeah, you really dropped the ball, Iz. I should turn around and get on a flight back right now.”
I try to hide how much my head is spinning by making a show out of pretending to be offended. I turn to face the doors behind us and flick my hair over my shoulder before starting to wheel my suitcase away. Iz is laughing at me, and the sound almost cracks my fake glare to make me laugh too. I keep the charade going, and I’m about to reach for the door when I feel their hand clamp around my wrist.
My breath catches in my throat. Iz starts to say something teasing, but when I look back over my shoulder at them, their voice trails off into silence. I see their eyes get wide, and I know I’m not imagining it when their gaze drops to my lips for just a second before fixing on their fingers wrapped tight around my arm.
I look down too. The cuff of my jacket leaves just enough of my skin exposed for me to feel the warmth of their hand. The heat blooming from that one point of contact is enough to make my breath catch a second time.
It’s like I can already see it playing out: Iz’s thumb brushing over the paper-thin skin above my veins, me shivering and saying their name like it’s something between a question and permission, the tense second of hesitation before they’d pull me closer, the feeling of their hot breath on my lips just before I’d finally get to find out what they taste like.
Our sloppy peck of a kiss at New Year’s didn’t give me a chance to do that. I’ve spent way too many nights since wondering what Iz would taste like, how they’d sound and move. It all feels so wrong and weird and thrilling and right. It’s everything all at once, and I can’t make any sense of it, but I don’t think I want to.
I just want them. I want them to want me.
“Iz...”
My voice is so low I doubt they can hear me over the rush of cars and buses pulling up to the airport, but their eyes flick to mine, and they don’t drop my hand.
I force myself to take a breath. “Iz, we—”
“That’s our ride!”
A bus pulls up to the curb beside us, the brakes squeaking as the door pops open. Iz whips their head around and releases my wrist, facing away from me as they fish around in their pockets for bus tickets.
“I know I have extra ones for you somewhere...” they mumble as they pat down their coat.
Their voice sounds even—too even, like nothing happened at all. They don’t look at me until they’ve found the tickets and stepped up to the bus, and when they glance back my way, they’ve got that typical Iz grin on.
And I, typically, have to stand there wondering if I imagined everything that just happened.
“You all right?” they ask.
I take a step forward and nod, even though my stomach has started doing flips again. If things between Iz and I keep shifting this quickly, I’m going to spend the whole trip nauseous.

Stomach problems or not, I can’t resist the call of Davy Jones pizza as the scent of gooey cheese, tangy barbeque chicken, and grilled red onion hits my nose. I’ve already had two giant pieces, but I go in for a third. Davy Jones really is a miracle. I don’t know what I’m going to do if Iz moves away after university and I don’t have an excuse to come to Halifax anymore.
Hope, one of Iz’s housemates, raises the slice she’s just taken out of the pepperoni and cheese box and holds it in the air like a substitute champagne flute. “Welcome to the Babe Cave, Marina! Let’s do a pizza toast!”
We’re crowded into the townhouse’s little living room with all of Iz’s three housemates. Pizza boxes are covering the whole top of the coffee table, and there’s a pop playlist pumping out of a speaker set while the pink string lights in the front window cast a soft glow over us all.
The bond the four of them have going on is so cute it almost makes me jealous. I love living with Alexis, but we don’t compare to the way Iz and their friends are all joined at the hip like a gang of besties in some idealized teen movie about what it’s like to move away for college. Iz always has some crazy story about what they’ve all been up to, whether it’s pranking their lacrosse team or shutting down a campus bar during one of their legendary nights out.
I rarely do anything more exciting than go to an art house screening with people from my film studies classes, but FOMO aside, I’m happy Iz has these girls. They’ve been there for them through everything I couldn’t be more than a face on a screen for: their coming out as non-binary in second year, all the heartbreaks they’ve experienced with girls on campus, and the mundane stuff like pulling all-nighters before exams or figuring out class schedules. Iz and I tell each other everything over video, but that only goes so far when you’re struggling. It helps to know these girls will always fight for Iz—almost as hard as I will.
“PIZZA TOAST!” Iz shouts, grabbing a fresh slice to hold it up like Hope.
“What exactly is a pizza toast?” I ask, dragging my attention away from the adorable flecks of tomato sauce stuck to Iz’s cheek and focusing back on the discussion.
“First you gotta put your pizza in the air,” Hope instructs me as she uses her free hand to adjust her glasses.
Hope is one of those girls who always looks effortlessly cool—truly effortlessly, like really did just wake up like that. The ends of her hair are dyed in a teal ombre, a sleeve tattoo covers one of her arms, and even though I’ve never seen her wear anything except UNS Lobsters merch and sweatpants, she looks like she’s just as ready to walk into an underground music festival as she is to show up at lacrosse practice.
I know she’s closest with Jane, but when her and Iz get going, they’re the wild ones of the group. The three of us went out one time two summers ago and ended up attempting to drunkenly skinny dip in the harbor at three in the morning—or at least, Iz and Hope tried to skinny dip. I stood on the dock and yelled at them while they leaned over the side and splashed me. We very narrowly avoided being caught by the police.
Whatever it is, a pizza toast at least sounds like it won’t break any laws.
“Jane! Paulina! You too!” Hope orders. “We are toasting to Marina’s safe arrival and to a flawless party for Iz this weekend.”
“And the theme is...?” Iz pipes up, doing their best to trick us into spilling the secret.
Hope wags her finger at them. “Nuh-uh. It’s a surprise. You’ll find out on Saturday.”
“But it’s Thursday,” they whine. “That’s so far away.”
“How do you say ‘too bad’ in Spanish?” Hope asks.
“Like this.” Iz flips her off. Jane and Paulina burst out laughing while Hope sticks out her tongue.
“Whatever. Let’s do this toast. Pizzas up, ladies and distinguished non-binary humans!”
Everyone leans forward to hold their slices in the air over the coffee table.
“To Iz and Marina!” Hope shouts.
Then they all slam their pieces of pizza together.
“Oh my god, no!” I shriek. “No way!”
Iz elbows me from their spot beside me on the couch. “You have to do it, Marina! It’s a pizza toast.”
“It’s good luck!” Jane adds.
Jane is usually the mom-type of the group, and even she’s in on this grossness.
“I don’t want to waste this delicious pizza,” I protest.
They’re all still holding their slices together in a gooey mass.
“Oh, you won’t waste it,” Iz explains. “You have to eat it after. Otherwise it’s bad luck.”
“You guys are crazy.”
“Oh, we know. Now put your pizza up.” Iz laughs and pats me on the thigh.
It’s just a brief touch, a couple inches above my knee, but it’s enough to make me want to squeeze my legs together. I don’t want anyone to spot the heat creeping up my neck, so I give in and slap my pizza to the slice pile. I wince as a glob of cheese drops onto the table.
“Atta girl!” Jane woops, her Nova Scotian accent coming out in full force.
“To Iz and Marina!” Hope shouts again, and we all echo the toast.
I glance at Iz as I pull my slice away and nibble a little bite. I am not convinced about this whole pizza toast thing, but I can’t ignore how good ‘Iz and Marina’ sound together.
I just wish I knew Iz heard it too.
Grab your free copy on www.katiarose.com!
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